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      There was something very off about the cat.

      Kayleigh Montgomery narrowed her eyes on the tabby in front of her. The animal was actually talking to her. And it looked remarkably like the Cheshire Cat in an off-Broadway adaptation of Alice and Wonderland she’d seen as a child.

      The cat’s mouth was wider than it should have been for it’s face, but given the fact it was talking, the size of its mouth was the least of the problems Kayleigh needed to address.

      “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty,” the cat said with a broad smile, his voice sounding eerily similar to her veterinary technician, Shelly Penagrove.

      Kayleigh jumped, sitting up in her chair with a start. Oh hell, had she fallen asleep?. “Shelly?” She wiped her eyes and blinked several times as her vet tech’s form came into view in the doorway. “What is it?”

      “Nothing, honey.” Shelly smiled. She was fiercely protective, and a Godsend when it came to keeping the vet clinic running smoothly.

      Kayleigh stared from Shelly to her desk. A monstrous stack of patient files sat on one side and a growing pile of bills on the other. She was tempted to close her eyes at the sight of the workload, but feared she might doze off again if she did.

      “Did I fall asleep?” Kayleigh asked.

      She wouldn’t be surprised given the way her morning had started. She’d been awakened at 5:00am by the ear-piercing ringtone of her cell phone. The call had pulled her away from a steamy dream involving herself and Zac Efron. His muscled clad chest had been a far better fantasy than the freaky talking cat.

      The call had been from George Lucado, manager at the Rutherford Ranch, one of the most lucrative cattle ranches in Colorado, and one of her biggest clients at her veterinary clinic. There was no way she’d been able to ignore the call.

      Not with the bills she had to pay and the three year loan forgiveness contract that had brought her to Canyon Creek in the first place about to expire.

      Shelly’s smile was indulgent. “I think you did fall asleep. But only for a second. You didn’t miss anything important. I brought you some lunch from Antonio’s. I know you haven’t eaten all day.”

      As if on cue, Kayleigh’s stomach growled.

      Antonio’s Italian Restaurant made the best manicotti she’d ever tasted, and that was saying something since she’d grown up in Boston. Unfortunately, she didn’t taste Italian food often. The calories tended to cling to her thighs.

      “And I snuck you a snickerdoodle cookie from Sally’s.”

      Sally Sumner owned The Sweet Spot Bakery and made the best desserts in all of Colorado, perhaps the world. Kayleigh limited her visits to Sally’s as well. Her hips were already wide enough.

      “Are you trying to push me into bigger sized jeans?” Kayleigh laughed.

      “Girl, please.” Shelly swatted her hand in the air. “You look amazing. I swear half the men only bring their pets in because they want to get a glimpse of that ass of yours. Some of the ladies too,” Shelly grumbled.

      Kayleigh shook her head. Some people called her body voluptuous. Her mother said it was just another word for fat. Curves are one thing, Kayleigh Marie, but honestly, who’s going to want to marry a woman whose hips barely fit through the front door?

      Shelly was oblivious to the lecture going on in Kayleigh’s head. “Of course, they could come because of my dazzling smile,” her tech said.

      “I think most come because of the discounted prices,” Kayleigh smirked. She’d had two clients that morning who asked if they could get a discount or barter for services.

      “That’s definitely true,” Shelly said. “You need to learn to say no more, Kayleigh.”

      Kayleigh’s head fell back. “I know.” And she did. Her practice wouldn’t make it much longer if she kept trading for goods, or worse yet, nothing at all. There were times when she’d waived off someone’s fee altogether because she knew they were facing hard times.

      She stifled another yawn and wished for the tenth time that day that she’d been given just one more hour of sleep.

      This morning’s call had been about a calf stuck in the barbed wire fence, a fence Kayleigh had told George to fix at least three times over the last month. After she’d helped the ranch staff wrangle the calf free and tended to his wounds—in the pouring rain—it had been nearly 7:00 a.m. She’d rushed to the office, preparing for surgery on a dog that had ingested half a spool of dental floss. Two hours later she’d successfully removed the floss that had twisted around his small intestines and placed him in post-op observation. And after that, her day had officially begun.

      Her first scheduled patient had been Smokey, a British shorthair cat that belonged to Paula Sloane, the owner of the local bookstore, Once Upon a Book. Smokey had a bladder infection. During the examination, the cat had peed in Kayleigh’s face.

      Kayleigh lived next door to the clinic, but two showers and a half gallon of Chanel No. 5 hadn’t defeated the lingering smell. Paula was lucky she owned the book store and discreetly ordered Kayleigh’s steamy romance novels. Otherwise she might have booted the cat, and Paula, out the window.

      “Eat,” Shelly said, nodding toward the container.

      Kayleigh didn’t wait to be told again. The aroma coming from the container was too hard to resist, even if she’d wanted to.

      “You’ve got ten minutes before J.D. gets here with Pebbles.” J.D. Ferguson’s cat was a frequent flier in Kayleigh’s clinic.

      “Again?” It was hard to ask the question around a mouthful of four-cheese manicotti, but Kayleigh managed it.

      “Apparently Pebbles has been throwing up. She ransacked her treat box.”

      “I told J.D. to put those treats in a sealed container.”

      “He did.” Shelly shrugged. “Pebbles is one smart cat, though. J.D. said she got into the top cabinet, knocked down the container and popped open the lid herself.”

      “Sure she did.” Kayleigh rolled her eyes. More likely J.D. gave in to his cat’s mewls and opened the container for her, then let her eat her fill.

      She understood though. For many people, their pets were their children, and they couldn’t say no.

      Kayleigh had never been allowed to have pets growing up. Her mother had said she was allergic, but Kayleigh had a feeling her socialite mother simply thought pets were beneath people of their station.

      It wasn’t until she visited her grandmother’s farm in Texas as a young girl that she finally understood the connection a human being could have with an animal. And because of that understanding, Kayleigh never questioned the quirky actions of her patients. People loved their pets, so she would do anything she could to save them. Especially in J.D.’s case.

      His wife of forty-two years had passed away from cancer six months ago. Pebbles had been integral in keeping J.D.’s spirits up. Animals had the ability to save people from loneliness and despair and Kayleigh never underestimated their power to heal humans, emotionally and physically.

      Kayleigh pushed back her chair and stood, taking another bite of her food.

      She’d only managed a few bites of the gooey goodness. Sometimes manicotti from Antonio’s was better than sex. Not that she’d know. Life in a small town didn’t lend itself to a lot of sexual partners. Especially when the median age was fifty-seven.

      Shelly turned to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a wad of envelopes. “The mail came earlier.” She tossed the stack on the desk.

      Kayleigh barely registered her words as she forked in one more mouthful of manicotti. She moaned. Antonio’s manicotti really was better than sex.

      “I know it’s the best, right?” Shelly said. “There are a few bills in there.” She nodded toward the stack of envelopes.

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes. “What else is new?”

      “Oh, and there’s a letter in there from the AVMA. It says it has dated material inside. Probably your license renewal or something.”

      The American Veterinary Medical Association.

      Kayleigh swallowed the bite of manicotti that threatened to choke her. The letter wasn’t about her renewal but Kayleigh didn’t want to think about that right now. Nor did she want to talk about the final notice the association was sending.

      “Thanks,” she said, wiping her mouth. “I’ll be right out.”

      Kayleigh thumbed through the pile of mail. A thick envelope made of heavy stationary stuck out among the others. It clearly contained more than just a card and was easily identifiable as the kind that contained a wedding invitation. The return address said Mr. and Mrs. Charles D. Van Wyck.

      Kayleigh stiffened and fell down into her chair.

      “Fancy,” Shelly commented, reading over Kayleigh’s shoulder.

      Kayleigh nodded once.

      “I didn’t know you know people on the East Coast. Is that where you’re from?”

      Kayleigh’s response was a noncommittal murmur. It wasn’t a detail she shared.

      “You all right?” Shelly stepped toward her.

      “I’m fine.” Kayleigh pushed the envelopes aside with a wave of her hand. “I’ll finish this later.” She picked up the rest of her food and closed the lid, rising and sticking it into the small fridge against the wall.

      A buzzing sound in the hallway alerted them that someone had entered the waiting room.

      “Oh, no,” Shelly said, checking her watch. “J.D. is early. I’ll go check him in while you wash up.”

      Kayleigh nodded. She needed to open that invitation, but not in front of anyone else.

      “Let’s hope he doesn’t try to pay with a jar of pickled beets again.” Shelly laughed.

      “I hate beets.” Kayleigh made a face.

      “And yet, you keep accepting them as payment.”

      “Thanks again for the food.” Kayleigh half smiled. “And the mail.”

      “Sure thing.” Shelly quietly shut the door behind her.

      Kayleigh picked up the ivory linen envelope addressed to "Miss Kayleigh Montgomery.” Of course her family wouldn’t acknowledge that she was a doctor. A veterinarian didn’t count as a doctor in the Montgomery family, or so her mother had said.

      She broke the seal and pulled out the invitation.

      A small note fell to the ground. Kayleigh bent to pick it up, the food in her stomach turning to stone as she did.

      Would love to see you, Lee Lee.

      He didn’t need to sign it. Her father was the only one she allowed to use the nickname. He must have asked Mrs. Van Wyck to slip the note into her invitation.

      Kayleigh stared down at the writing on the weighty card.

      Mr. and Mrs. Charles D. Van Wyck request the honor of your presence at the marriage of their daughter, Brittany DeeAnn to Dr. Hunter Baines Montgomery, son of Dr. and Mrs. Robert Edward Montgomery.

      Her brother was getting married, in less than a month. A tight band of regret pinched her chest.

      She couldn’t go home. Not now. Not even for Hunter.
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      Aaron Sumner stared blankly at the familiar face across the table from him. She sat just a few feet away but to Aaron, it could have been a million miles.

      Dr. Bonnie Ewing was Aaron’s attending physician in the surgical residency at Northwestern Memorial Hospital. Today, he wasn’t here as her student though, he was her patient.

      Aaron could see her lips moving, but her words sounded muffled, like she was talking underwater.

      He shook his head to clear the noise buzzing in his head. “So, what are you saying, Bonnie?”

      Bonnie normally looked at Aaron with admiration, and a small bit of pride. Her expression was different today, darker, sadder. The permanent frown line between her brows deepened as her expression washed over with a look of sympathy mixed with regret.

      Aaron’s stomach tightened. He could tell Dr. Ewing’s news would be devastating, not just for Aaron but for the entire surgical team.

      “We’re out of medications, Aaron. I’m sorry.”

      After he’d noticed his hand shaking one day while still in medical school, Aaron had received the devastating diagnosis of essential tremor. For years now, he’d managed the disease with medication. When the first drug failed, he’d moved to a combination of other medications suggested by his neurologist. And so far, they’d worked. His hands rarely trembled anymore.

      But last week, he’d been in the middle of heart surgery and his hand had slipped.

      He’d known in that moment any involuntary movement of his hand could possibly cause a fatal wound and kill the patient. He’d had to turn the surgery over to another surgeon in attendance and watch as they finished his procedure.

      Over the weekend, he’d had a few more instances of the rhythmic shaking of his hands that characterized his essential tremor. Once while holding a glass of water, the other while simply trying to turn the page of a book. There was no medically identifiable cause for his condition. God knew he’d researched it. And worse yet, no cure or treatment. Only management.

      “Can’t we alter the dosages? Try a different combination?” There was a hint of desperation in his voice but he masked it with annoyance. There had to be something they could do. He’d functioned for years with his condition.

      More than functioned. He was at the top of his field.

      “I’m afraid it’s more than that, Aaron,” said the man sitting next to Bonnie.

      Aaron turned to stare at the man who’d been an integral part of his career since he’d first arrived in Chicago almost eight years ago.

      Dr. Morris Bellinger stared at him, his dark brown eyes filled with an emotion Aaron couldn’t read. As the department head of one of the nation’s most prestigious surgical departments, it was Dr. Bellinger’s job to remain unemotional when speaking with patients and staff. It was something he excelled at.

      Aaron turned to the only other person in the room who might be able to save him.

      Dr. Kevin Henshaw sat quietly at the head of the large conference room, hands clasped in front of him. He’d hoped the head of neurology would be his champion.

      “There has to be something else we can try,” Aaron said. The room fell silent.

      Aaron wanted to scream. How could everyone be so damned calm? This was his career on the line. His dream. He had to try to make them see reason. “Look, you said my MRIs are clear, right, Kevin?”

      “Yes.” Kevin said.

      He knew Dr. Henshaw was a man of few words but Aaron pushed him. “So, I can take a few weeks off and try to change the dosages on my meds. Something will work.”

      Aaron had taken himself off the surgery schedule as soon as the incident in the operating theatre happened. He wouldn’t put his patients at risk.

      Still, he couldn’t walk away from being a surgeon.

      Over the years, he’d had countless tests, but the team of neurologists had officially diagnosed him with essential tremor. It was a nerve disorder that had very few treatments, and worst of all, no cure. He was helplessly watching his dream of being one of the country’s top cardiothoracic surgeons slip away.

      “Stress and fatigue do worsen your symptoms,” Bonnie said. “I agree, you need some time off.”

      They all remained so calm and he wanted to yell at them. Two weeks ago, he’d been a fucking prodigy, despite his essential tremor.

      “Look,” Aaron scanned the doctors’ faces, desperation in his voice, “it’s temporary, I know it. I’ll figure out the meds.”

      The doctors remained unmoved.

      “It’s temporary,” Aaron yelled, his fist coming down on the wooden desk.

      “It’s possible we might get it back under control with some rest and adjustments to the medication,” Bonnie said, her voice calm, as if everything wasn’t slipping away from him.

      Aaron understood their demeanor. It was drilled into the very best surgeons. Show no emotions. And Aaron just had, proving their point that he was in no shape to be working right now.

      He was a liability. But he was also desperate. He’d thought he would have a lot more years before it came to this.

      Aaron had no choice but to concede. For now.

      “How much time off?” he asked.

      “We’ll reevaluate you in six months,” Kevin said.

      “Six months!” Aaron jumped to his feet. “That’s suicide for my fellowship and you all know it.”

      Aaron glanced around the table. No one would meet his gaze.

      This was it, it was over. The career he’d dreamed of his whole life was gone. With one fucking diagnosis.

      Essential tremor. He hated those two words.

      Aaron knew there were physicians with essential tremor out there, even surgeons, who lived and practiced medicine—hell he’d actually talked to some—but right now, it felt like he’d be lucky to get any job in medicine.

      The room remained silent as he struggled to get his emotions in check. When he was ready, he let out a long exhale.

      “I’ll collect my things then.” He pushed in his chair and walked around the table.

      Bonnie reached out to catch his hand.

      He glanced down at his mentor and friend.

      Her blue eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m so sorry, Aaron. This is a huge loss for us.”

      Shit. He felt the hot press of tears burning his own lids. Afraid he might break down, Aaron nodded once and strode from the conference room.

      He made it down the hallway to the small office he shared with two other residents and sank into his chair. He turned to stare out the window, studying the bustling street below. Life was already passing him by.

      “Aaron,” someone called from the doorway.

      Aaron’s gaze remained on the street until a warm hand squeezed his shoulder. Slowly he glanced up.

      Dr. Bellinger stared at him, his eyes darker now, offering a sad smile. Morris didn’t want to let him go, but he had no choice. The hospital had no choice.

      “I’m sorry, son. If I could take this away I would.”

      “It’s funny,” Aaron laughed and turned to stare out the window again.

      Morris pulled a chair and sat next to him. “What is?”

      “How many times have we said, I’m sorry, to a patient, to a family? You think the words are sincere, you hope they are. And yet.”

      “Yet what?”

      Aaron shook his head. And yet, they didn’t mean jack shit. When he’d first been diagnosed with essential tremor in medical school, the doctor he’d seen then had been quick to assure him this didn’t mean the end of his career. Aaron had taken that to heart. Now, he wondered if it was all platitudes, even back then.

      “My words have always been sincere, Aaron,” Morris said from beside him. “Now more than ever.”

      “I know,” Aaron said, staring out the window. He just wasn’t sure his words had always sounded sincere to his patients. Maybe his patients had felt as hollowed out and hopeless as he felt now, only he’d been too caught up in his job as their doctor to see the personal aspect, the emotional toll on a family.

      Aaron had the mind of a scientist. Everything was black and white. He’d always approached the heart as an organ, a physical piece of the human body, not the wellspring of emotions.

      “The time away could be good for you,” Morris said.

      Aaron stood and turned to take in his office. There really was nothing here he couldn’t replace. Nothing personal, nothing meaningful. Had he really been that busy that he hadn’t even added a photo? A knickknack? Something?

      “Maybe,” he finally answered.

      “Sharon and I have the place in Indiana Dunes. Why don’t you go there for a few weeks,” Morris said. “Hell, a month if you want.”

      Indiana Dunes was a stretch of the southern Lake Michigan coastline known for its wide sandy beaches, towering dunes, and abundant outdoor activities. It was a place you went for fun, not to figure out what the hell you were going to do with the rest of your life.

      “Thanks,” Aaron said, “I’ll think about it.”

      “Aren’t you from Colorado?” Morris asked.

      He didn’t talk about his home much. He hadn’t shared a lot about his personal life with other people. Work was work. He had been on a mission to be the best. Now that goal was shattered and Aaron had no idea what to do.

      “Yes,” Aaron finally answered.

      “Maybe you could go back to Colorado, visit your family, your friends.”

      Colorado, Aaron thought. Canyon Creek. His home.

      The small town where he grew up was the reason he’d gone to medical school in the first place. When he’d headed out to college and then on to med school, he’d had dreams of bringing top notch medical treatment to his small town of Canyon Creek, Colorado.

      Aaron had always planned to return one day. He thought he’d practice small town medicine there after gaining expertise in the city. But he’d lost that desire years ago when he discovered his passion for surgery, and his love for the heart. Since then, he’d been on a different quest. Until today.

      Images of Doc Olson flickered through his mind.

      He’d been twelve years old when he met Dr. Glen Olson, the town’s resident physician. His mother and father had rushed him to the small medical clinic in Canyon Creek with a broken arm. He and his five brothers had tried to scale the back face of Canyon Creek Mountain near their home with no equipment.

      In an attempt to take Aaron’s mind off the pain, the town physician had peppered him with questions.

      “What do you want to be when you grow up, Aaron?” Dr. Olson had asked.

      “I want to help people,” he’d said.

      “Medicine’s a great way to help people,” Dr. Olson had said. “I could use some help around here in the afternoons if you’re looking for work.”

      “I’m only twelve,” Aaron had said.

      “You’re never too young to work, son.”

      From that moment on Aaron had done just that. Worked. Worked hard.

      Worked hard to become the best.

      “You know, there are other specialties besides surgery.” Dr. Bellinger’s deep voice broke through Aaron’s thoughts.

      “Yes, please, I’d love to go back to square one, start my residency and a fellowship over.”

      If he wanted to specialize in anything else, he’d have to start over with another three to seven year residency. At almost thirty-three, it didn’t seem worth it. But what the hell was he going to do if he couldn’t do surgery?

      Aaron’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He glanced down at the screen, his gut twisting when he saw his mother’s number.

      Just six short months ago, Aaron had lost his father to a heart attack. He saved lives all the time and yet hadn’t been there to save his father’s. Then just a few weeks after his father’s death, his mother had collapsed. He hadn’t been there for his father, and that killed him, but when he’d gotten the call about his mother, he’d taken the first plane home to be by her side.

      Thankfully, his mother’s collapse was just an anxiety attack, brought on by grief from his father’s death and the exhaustion of operating her new hotel.

      Until his father’s death, none of his brothers had known how much debt his parents had taken on to build their new lodge. His parents had a successful bed and breakfast for years but had decided to expand, building a thirty-room lodge and restoring an old barn into an event venue, used mostly for weddings. Unfortunately, his parents had mortgaged most of the Sumner family land to do it, which included a quarter of Canyon Creek Mountain.

      The Lodge at Canyon Creek was beautiful, as was the barn and outcropping of small cabins. All were filling up fast with bookings, but the terms of the loan were steep and without his father working full time alongside his mom, the workload was daunting. If they missed even one payment, one stipulation of the terms of the loan, his mother would lose everything.

      That loss would include the portion of Canyon Creek Mountain that had been in their family for generations.

      Shortly after his father’s death, his oldest brother, Ben, had developed a schedule to bring each of the six Sumner boys home at staggered times to help their mother. Until now, Aaron had remained vague about when he could return. Mostly because three of his brothers were now hopelessly in love and permanently settled in Canyon Creek, so they didn’t need him nearly as much as they initially had.

      But maybe it was Aaron’s turn to go home.

      He swiped the screen of his phone to answer the call. “Ma, what’s wrong?”

      “Oh, Aaron, thank goodness you answered. I was afraid you’d be in surgery and I didn’t want to interrupt you.”

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine. It’s Aunt Sally.”

      Sally Sumner was his father’s younger sister. A she-devil on heels if Aaron had ever met one. But he and his brothers adored their aunt. Mostly because Aunt Sally made the best desserts and would bake them on demand for he and his brothers.

      “What’s wrong with Aunt Sally?”

      “She was helping Lily decorate the wedding barn and was up on a ladder, even though Warner and I explicitly told her not to be up there.” His mother’s voice held that same reprimanding tone he’d heard as a kid.

      “I’m pretty sure if you told Aunt Sally not to do something, that just encouraged her, Ma.”

      “You’re right, you’re right. Anyway, she fell off the ladder and hurt her back. I don’t know whether to put ice or heat on it?”

      “You need to take Aunt Sally to the medical center to have her looked at. She needs an X-ray to make sure she didn’t break anything. Did she hit her head?”

      “No, she fell on her butt. Plenty of padding.” His mother laughed and Aaron breathed a little easier. “Why wasn’t Ben or Emmett on the ladder? Or Max?”

      “Oh, the boys are so busy back at the lodge. We had a terrible water main break and they’re trying to deal with that. And we had the wedding party showing up earlier. It’s been a mess.”

      A wave of guilt washed over Aaron. He should be there to help them. All this stress couldn’t be good for his mother.

      “Well, take her to see Doc Olson. But be careful transporting her.”

      “Doc Olson isn’t in the office today. He’s making calls in the rural areas. You know not everyone can make it into the medical clinic in town.”

      Aaron had forgotten how busy the life of a small-town physician could be. He’d traveled over the county with Doc Olson every summer that he worked for him, tending to the needs of people in the more remote parts of the area. Another stab of regret hit Aaron in the chest.

      “Can she move without pain?” he asked.

      “She’s a pain in my ass,” someone shouted in the background.

      Obviously, his mother had him on speaker.

      “Shush, Ben,” his mother yelled.

      “What is she doing right now?”

      “You mean, besides fussing because I called you?”

      Aaron laughed, for the first time in…well, he really couldn’t remember.

      “Ice the area for now, Ma,” he said. “Have her take an anti-inflammatory.”

      “I told her not to call you, Aaron,” Aunt Sally yelled in the background. “Your mother has always been such a hypochondriac.”

      “If Aunt Sally can still yell like that, I think she’ll be fine.” Aaron laughed. “Just have her rest and ice the area that hurts for no longer than twenty minutes at a time. No ice directly on the skin. If it gets worse, call Doc Olson.”

      “Oh, thank you sweetheart,” his mother said. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      Aaron hadn’t done much, other than reassure her. “You’re welcome.”

      “Hopefully we’ll see you soon?”

      It was more of a question than a statement.

      “Hopefully,” he said. He had no idea what his life would be like now that he couldn’t be a surgeon.

      “All right, then. Love you, sweetie. Go save lives. But don’t work too hard.”

      Save lives. Not likely any more.

      “Love you too, Ma.” And he did.

      Even though Aaron’s family often drove him crazy, he loved them. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how alone he was here in Chicago.

      The line clicked off and Aaron stared down at the phone. His hand shook with a small tremor and his stomach knotted.

      “You know, Aaron,” Dr. Bellinger said, stepping beside him, “you don’t have to be a surgeon to make a difference.”

      Aaron glanced over at him. “Says the man who can still perform surgery.”

      Morris shrugged and at least had the decency to look apologetic. He glanced down at the phone then back up. He’d seen the tremor.

      Aaron was screwed.

      “Sounds like you love your family,” he said.

      Aaron nodded, not wanting to say more.

      “Life has a way of leading us to the path we’re meant to be on, Aaron. Sometimes kicking and screaming.”

      “Oh please, Morris, don’t give me this psycho-babble bullshit.”

      His friend demonstrated the level of patience a saint probably required. “C.S. Lewis said, you’re never too old to set another goal or to dream a new dream.”

      “That’s just it, Morris.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Maybe you start where you began.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Why did you become a doctor, Aaron?”

      Images of traveling with Doc Olson as he cared for home-bound patients ran through his mind once again.

      “Take some time, Aaron” Morris said. “Maybe go back home, be around people who love you, think about your future. You can still have one in medicine, if you want.”

      What choice did he have?

      None.

      “Fine,” Aaron said, staring back at the man he’d mirrored his professional career on. “But don’t give up my fellowship. I’ll be back. This situation is temporary. I’ll find a new drug that works.”

      Morris gave a less than reassuring nod. “Okay, son.” He stood and squeezed Aaron’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry. We all are. This is devastating news to the entire hospital, I hope you know that.”

      Aaron swallowed down the bitterness that threatened to rip through him.

      “I really am sorry, Aaron,” he repeated.

      “Me, too.” Aaron nodded, his gaze returning to the window. “Me too.”
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      Kayleigh unlocked the back door to her small house and pushed it open. A scurry of feet clicked along the tile floor seconds before a furry body slammed into her legs.

      “Hey, baby,” Kayleigh said, bending down and scooping up the small dog in her arms. “How’s my Annie girl doing today?” The Lhasa Apso mix jumped into her lap, her tongue licking Kayleigh’s face, smattering her with kisses.

      Kayleigh fell back onto the floor and giggled, scratching the dog under the chin. This was why people had pets. Even after a grueling day at work, Kayleigh’s four-legged friends could always make her laugh.

      A mewl came from just in front of them. Kayleigh set Annie to the side. “Well hello, Sir Jaxie. Are you going to come tell Momma hello?”

      Jax was a Bengal cat. His light fur and dark spots gave him the look of a tiny snow leopard. But his high back and regal prance gave him the air of nobility, hence, his nickname.

      There was also his refusal to let most people near him, as if they were peasants.

      Kayleigh laughed, reaching out to rub the cat’s ear.

      He pressed into her hand and immediately began to purr.

      Jax had been found on the side of the highway just outside town. His back leg had been broken and he’d been severely dehydrated. Kayleigh and her team had nursed Jax back to health and Kayleigh had planned to give the cat to a rescue center in Denver. But when she’d pulled the crate out to load Jaxie inside, the cat darted under Kayleigh’s bed and didn’t come out for two days. He’d been Kayleigh’s ever since.

      “Hey Kayleigh,” Lina called from the living room.

      “Hey, Girl.” Kayleigh stood and put Annie on the floor. She toed off her shoes. “Come on guys. Let’s go see Lina.”

      Annie did two full circles, chasing her tail, then shot toward the living room like someone was hot on her heels. Jax glanced up at Kayleigh with mild amusement as if to say, “Can you believe her?”

      “She’s a hot mess, Jaxie. But she’s our hot mess.” Kayleigh chuckled, lifting the cat and rubbing his head as she walked into the living room.

      “How was work?” Lina asked, squatting down to rub Annie.

      “It was good. Hectic.”

      Lina Bianchi worked at Strange Brew, the local coffee shop in Canyon Creek. On occasion she would check in on Kayleigh’s pets when Kayleigh had to work late. Which had been a lot lately.

      Kayleigh lived next door to the clinic and sometimes Annie came into the office with her, but Kayleigh was often called away during the workday. Her vet techs were stretched too thin to run over to her house for more than a few minutes. On days like these, when Kayleigh had been out for most of the day, Lina had been a lifesaver.

      Lina never accepted money so Kayleigh traded free vet services for Lina’s two cats. It was no way to make a profit, but knowing Lina was going and spending a little time with her fur babies during the day was worth it.

      Lina reached out to pet Jax but he jumped from Kayleigh’s arms before she could touch him.

      “Do you think he’ll ever let me pet him?” Lina asked.

      Jax circled around Kayleigh’s leg, glancing up at Lina with a “How dare you?” look before darting from the room.

      Kayleigh shrugged. “I’ve had him for over a year and he still hasn’t warmed up to you. Don’t take it personally. He doesn’t go to anyone except Maggie.”

      “That makes me feel marginally better.” She laughed and stood, pushing her long black hair over her shoulder. Lina often dyed the tips of her hair various colors. Today the shiny strands were colored a deep magenta. Kayleigh wondered if she could get away with a look like that.

      Lina was tall, with the olive skin and brown eyes of her Italian heritage. Kayleigh always said Lina could be a cover model but Lina only laughed at Kayleigh’s suggestion.

      “I’ve got to run,” Lina said. “Early shift tomorrow.”

      “Thanks again. I owe you.” Kayleigh reached down and picked up Annie before opening the front door. The dog had a habit of trying to slip through.

      “You don’t owe me.” Lina swatted at her. She reached out and rubbed Annie’s chin. “I’d come see these rug rats any time.” She stepped off the front porch and waved. “See you tomorrow morning.”

      She probably would, considering they were neighbors. “Bye!” Kayleigh watched as Lina made the short walk home, two doors down. It was good to have neighbors who genuinely cared, she thought.

      Kayleigh shut the door and walked to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator. A block of moldy cheese and an expired container of half and half stared back at her. Great. She really did need to go to the grocery store. Not tonight though.

      Kayleigh set Annie on the ground and dug her phone from her pocket. She pulled up the contact information for the Canyon Creek Country Diner, not a bit embarrassed she had them on speed dial. She tugged off her clothes as she listened to the phone ring.

      “Canyon Creek Country Diner.”

      “Hey, Ruth, it’s Kayleigh.”

      “Hey, Kayleigh. How’s my favorite vet in Canyon Creek?”

      “I’m your only vet.” Kayleigh chuckled.

      “That’s true,” she said. “But you’re the prettiest one in all of Colorado.”

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes. “Listen, I was wondering if I could talk you guys into delivering something to my house.” It wasn’t the first time she’d asked and she would bet it wouldn’t be the last.

      “You got it, hun.”

      “Thanks, Ruth.” Taking care of one of Ruth and Larry’s two beagles’ conjunctivitis earlier in the week was paying off.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Do you still have the Cobb salad?”

      “Sure do. Do you want extra dressing on the side?”

      Kayleigh laughed. What was the point of putting dressing on the side if you got an extra container? She still said yes, though. She liked her ranch dressing. “Yes, please.”

      “Okay, Robbie should be there in about fifteen to twenty minutes.”

      “Perfect,” Kayleigh said. It would give her just enough time to shower and change into something decent.

      “I’ll add in a piece of Sally’s toffee pie. It’s the pie of the day.”

      “Oh, no, that’s—”

      “See ya soon.” The line disconnected.

      Oh well. What was a few more calories? At least she was having a salad.

      Yeah, with dressing.

      Really, Kayleigh, do you need that? Her mother’s voice echoed in her head.

      Kayleigh shook off the silent criticism. Despite her mother’s belittling words as a child, Kayleigh was comfortable in her own skin most days. She tried not to overindulge, but no one could say no to Sally Sumner’s pies. Besides, with the amount of running from one patient to the next she’d done today, surely she’d burned off enough calories to splurge.

      She showered quickly, not giving in to the temptation to stand under the hot water for a good thirty minutes since Robbie would be there soon. She skipped blow drying her long blonde hair. Tonight, she didn’t have the energy. Besides, she wasn’t going anywhere.

      She’d eat, read a little of her new novel and crash early. Not drying her hair tonight meant she’d look like Medusa tomorrow but she was too tired to care at this point.

      Just as she finished dressing, she heard her cell phone ring in the other room. She could tell from the ring tone that it wasn’t her clinic phone. Thank goodness. She’d had three early mornings and two late nights in the past week. All she wanted to do tonight was sleep.

      Kayleigh wrapped herself in a fluffy robe and grabbed her phone from the kitchen counter.

      The screen glowed with a photo of one of her best friends, Maggie Lawrence.

      Well, Maggie Sumner now since she’d just married Ben Sumner. Kayleigh really needed to change Maggie’s name in her phone.

      Kayleigh hit the screen, accepting the call. “What’s up, buttercup?”

      “Doin’ fine, monkey shine,” Maggie giggled.

      Kayleigh laughed. The girl was as goofy as they came. She’d never expected to make such good friends in the small town when she’d moved to Canyon Creek almost two years ago. Growing up with the wealth her family had in Boston meant genuine relationships were rare.

      “Listen,” Maggie said, “I need a huge favor.”

      “Oh, no,” Kayleigh moaned, leaning over to towel-dry her hair. “Please tell me Lucky hasn’t developed a kidney infection. I’ve already had one cat pee in my face this week. I can’t take two.”

      Lucky was a cat Maggie had found at the Lodge at Canyon Creek where she worked as the manager. The cat had been trying to protect a barn dog from a coyote of all things. Lucky managed to save the dog but was brutally attacked in the process. When Maggie had rushed the cat to the clinic., Kayleigh had done what she could for the poor creature. He’d lost one eye and a piece of one ear, but he survived. Hence, the name.

      “No,” Maggie said, “Lucky’s fine. It’s something more urgent.”

      Kayleigh stood stock still. Just six months ago, Maggie’s boss and her husband’s father, John Sumner, had passed away from a massive heart attack.

      “What is it? Is Valerie all right?”

      “Oh, yes, sorry, nothing medical. It’s the lodge. We’re having a wedding crisis.” Part of the expansion to the Sumner’s lodge had been turning an old barn into a beautifully refurbished wedding venue.

      “Oh, shit. No way, Maggie. I am not helping calm down a bat-shit-crazy bride again. You suckered me into that a month ago. Those bitches were crazy.”

      Maggie laughed. “Yeah, I know. I wasn’t that bad at my wedding, was I?”

      “No. I would have slapped you.”

      “I think Ben, Emmett and Max are ready to cash out on the whole wedding barn business. I had no idea these women could be so crazy.”

      “You have heard of the show, Bridezilla haven’t you?”

      “I know. Well, don’t worry. I’m not calling for help with the bride.”

      “You mean, this favor is worse than dealing with a crazy bride and her gaggle of psychotic bridesmaids?”

      “For you, maybe,” Maggie said.

      “Make it quick, I have food being delivered.”

      “I need you to pick up Aaron at the airport.”

      Kayleigh nearly dropped the phone. “You’re not serious, are you? You know he was a total dick to me, right?”

      “He apologized to you,” Maggie said. “Besides, Ben says he’s socially awkward. He probably didn’t mean to offend you at all.”

      Kayleigh thought back to the real reason she didn’t want to pick up Aaron from the airport. He had definitely not been socially awkward at Maggie’s wedding when he’d surprised the hell out of her with a dizzying kiss behind the barn. Kayleigh swallowed down the memory.

      Maggie sighed. “Okay, you have two choices since you’ve already said no to helping with wedding business.”

      “Or I can choose option number three and hang up the phone right now.”

      “You wouldn’t?”

      Kayleigh remained quiet but they both knew she wouldn’t. For better or worse she and Maggie were friends, good friends, and she would help her. She always would.

      Dammit.

      “What’s my other option?” Kayleigh asked.

      “We have a backed-up line at the lodge.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad.”

      “It’s a sewer line.”

      “Oh, jeez.”

      “We’ve had to cut off the water but not before toilets in several rooms overflowed.”

      “What time does his flight arrive?”

      Maggie laughed. “I knew you’d see things my way. I’ll text you his flight information.”

      “What’s he doing in town anyway? I thought he was a hotshot surgeon in Chicago.”

      All the Sumner brothers were taking turns coming home to help save the family lodge, but Aaron had been the one resisting the most. He was in the middle of a residency in some kind of surgical specialty, and claimed he couldn’t take time off.

      “I don’t really know,” Maggie said. “Valerie said he was super vague on the phone.”

      “This is going to cost you,” Kayleigh said, rushing to her bedroom to put on clothes. So much for comfortable pajamas.

      “I’m well aware it will cost me. Add it to my bill.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Good luck with the pipes.”

      “Good luck with Dr. Sumner.” Maggie cackled and the phone went dead.

      Thankfully, Maggie didn’t know about the kiss. No one did.

      Aaron and she had locked lips just after Ben and Maggie left their wedding reception. They’d been behind one of the free-standing cabins near the wedding barn. He was trying to apologize for calling veterinary medicine pet medicine the first time they’d met.

      After a heated debate over whether his apology was genuine, Aaron had grabbed her hard and pulled her into an intoxicating kiss. Before she could even think straight, he released her and walked away without a word.

      Kayleigh had been so pissed at the time one might think she wouldn’t notice how turned on she was. Sadly, her body hadn’t let it go unnoticed. Every one of her girly parts had stood up and screamed for more.

      She wished she could forget about that kiss. Unfortunately, Aaron’s Sumner’s lips had haunted her dreams most nights, and her daytime fantasies, too.

      Amnesia. Kayleigh would feign amnesia. It was a real medical diagnosis. There was no way she wanted to talk about that kiss, to Aaron or anyone.

      Maggie owed her for this little trip to the airport, all right. She owed her big time.
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      Aaron stood outside the terminal at Denver International Airport, searching for his brother’s car. Max said he would be here on time. Aaron glanced down at his watch again. He’d been standing in the cool night air for almost thirty minutes.

      “Dammit,” he muttered to himself, pulling out his cell phone. He was just about to dial Max’s number when he heard a familiar taunting voice.

      “Excuse me, sir!”

      Aaron stiffened.

      “Are you Willie Stroker? The man who called for the escort service?” She’d put a little extra emphasis on the word escort. Fantastic.

      Aaron turned, ignoring the passengers who had stopped moving to join him in looking for the speaker.

      He knew the quickest way to shut Kayleigh Montgomery down was with a full-frontal attack.

      Preferably on her lips, but he tried not to think of that.

      “No, I’m Peter Footlong,” he yelled back.

      Kayleigh’s blue eyes popped wide in surprise.

      Good, he thought. Two can play this game.

      Aaron narrowed his eyes, preparing for battle as he closed in on her. “Are you, Anita Cox?” he asked, lowering his voice. “You don’t look anything like the girl on the website. You’re a lot,” he stared her up and down, “older.”

      She arched a brow and Aaron knew he’d poked the beast. Or in her case, the beauty. He hadn’t forgotten how gorgeous Kayleigh Montgomery was. Doctor Kayleigh Montgomery, he reminded himself.

      Her blue eyes twinkled with amusement. She had stunning eyes; the corners tipped up, giving her an exotic look. Her long platinum blonde hair hung loose and blew gently around her face in the cool night air. She looked like a wild vixen. Even jeans and a T-shirt couldn’t disguise her sexy-as-sin body.

      Kayleigh’s plump lips curled into a devilish smile, and despite himself, Aaron felt his body respond. The kiss they’d shared at his brother’s wedding flashed in his mind again.

      Her voice broke through his thoughts. “Oh, there’s no reason to be embarrassed, Peter,” she said, stepping closer.

      Oh shit. Aaron could tell from her narrowed eyes and cat-like walk that Kayleigh was moving in for the kill. He scanned the area.

      Most of the people around them still bustled on, moving to whatever their destination was, but a few had gathered close, enthralled by their exchange. A wave of heat washed over his face and he knew if he didn’t shut this down soon he’d be toast.

      “A lot of the men with your, uh…” She stared down at his mid-section and cleared her throat. “Your condition are afraid to ask for help.”

      Aaron grabbed her arm and dragged her toward the car she’d been standing by moments before. “I can’t wait for your services, Miss Cox.” he yelled over her head. He leaned in closer and whispered in her ear. “Get in the car and I won’t embarrass you more.”

      “Oh, no sir,” she shouted, “I’m afraid if your rash isn’t completely gone we can’t work together.”

      Aaron marched her around the car and yanked open the driver’s side door, grateful it was unlocked. He practically shoved her inside.

      Kayleigh was curled in a fit of laughter.

      Aaron slammed the door just as she was about to say more.

      This was going to be a long ride home.
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        * * *

      

      Kayleigh settled into the driver’s seat, laughing as Aaron shoved his luggage into the trunk. She had completely underestimated Dr. Aaron Sumner. She’d hoped to embarrass him with her antics but instead, the man had stood at the plate, swinging comebacks like a champ with an ease that surprised Kayleigh. Maybe she’d been wrong about him.

      When she met Aaron a few months ago, she thought he was a bit full of himself. It was no surprise. In her mind, most medical doctors were. It was nice to see the good doctor had a sense of humor.

      Aaron opened the passenger-side door and slid in gracefully for such a tall man.

      “Where to, sailor?” she asked, waggling her brows. Humor was her defense mechanism. She’d never admit how shy she was with him.

      “Motel 6?” he said. “Or any other equally delightful motel that rents by the hour.”

      She bit back a laugh, glancing down at his lap. “For your condition, perhaps they’ll rent in fifteen-minute increments.”

      Aaron laughed with wry amusement. “You’re a mess, Kayleigh Montgomery.”

      “I am.” She smiled, gripping the wheel, then found Aaron staring at her. “What?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Kayleigh couldn’t help but wonder if he was remembering the kiss like she was. Probably not. He probably had an actual dating life in Chicago. One kiss from a small-town vet wouldn’t stick out.

      “So, what are you doing back in town? I thought you were a busy, hot shot doctor practicing human medicine back in Chicago,” she said.

      He fell back in the seat with a long-suffering sigh. “Oh, God, can we please let that go? I’ve already apologized to you like a zillion times.”

      Kayleigh grinned in spite of herself. She couldn’t help but tease him about his comment at Maggie’s wedding. They’d been discussing medical school when Aaron used the term, pet medicine. She knew he didn’t mean it as a putdown, but she couldn’t resist the temptation to tease him.

      She was used to people thinking less of her medical degree because she worked on animals. Even her family was included among them.

      Ignoring him, she continued. “Remind me again, how many species did you learn to take care of in human medical school?” she asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not what I meant, Kayleigh.”

      She did. But she wasn’t going to stop teasing him. “I’m sorry,” she cupped her ear, “I couldn’t hear you. Oh, that’s right, one. One species. Whereas I,” she patted her chest, “a doctor of pet medicine had to learn over—”

      Aaron held up his hand. “Stop, I get it. I fucked up, okay?”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Man, you’re so touchy.”

      “I never meant to insinuate anything about you, you know that.”

      “I’m just kidding.” She stole a look at him under her lashes. “I know you didn’t mean to offend me.”

      His hands were clasped tightly together, the knuckles turning white.

      “Hey,” she said, resting her hand on his. “Are you okay? I’m sorry about before.”

      He turned and stared at her, his blue-green eyes holding so much sadness. She held his gaze a split second too long.

      “Watch out,” Aaron shouted.

      Kayleigh turned, just in time to slam on the brakes and jerk the wheel, avoiding a curb.

      “Oops, sorry,” she mumbled.

      “So,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’re sorry, you say, huh?”

      And just like that, the sadness was gone, replaced with the playful man from before.

      “I’m willing to accept your apology,” Aaron said. “If you finally accept mine and let this go.”

      Aaron sat with his arms crossed over his chest. Kayleigh noticed, not for the first time, that Aaron had a very nice chest, for a brainiac. Attending veterinary school in Texas and now working with ranchers in Colorado, Kayleigh had grown accustomed to the thick, corded muscles and tanned skin of cowboys. She’d been surprised to find how much she liked the physique of a well worked man. She wouldn’t have thought a doctor from Chicago would match them muscle for muscle.

      A far cry from the socialites in Boston she grew up with. Images of her ex-fiancé flashed in her mind.

      Bryce Van Wyck.

      Or Van-dick as Kayleigh now thought of him. How had she not known he’d be a total douchebag with a name like Bryce Van Wyck?

      “Kayleigh?”

      Aaron’s deep voice brought her back to the present.

      “Oh, sorry, what?”

      “I said, I accepted your apology, now are you going to accept mine, once and for all?”

      “My apology was for almost running over a curb.”

      “You could have killed me,” Aaron said with a mock tone of concern.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “I forgive you.”

      “Good,” Aaron smiled.

      Oh wow. That smile.

      “But I reserve the right to give you shit about it from time to time,” she amended.

      He shook his head. “Fine. But I reserve the right to—”

      Kayleigh’s phone cut in. A song she’d put in as the ring tone sounded through her Jeep. I said there’s something ‘bout the bad boys that makes the good girls fall in love sang through the car.

      Aaron laughed as he looked around.

      “Crap,” she muttered, pressing the button on her steering wheel to answer the incoming call. “What’s happened now, George?”

      George Lucado wouldn’t call this late if it wasn’t something urgent at the Rutherford Ranch. “It’s Sunshine,” he said, alarm in his voice.

      Sunshine was a mare his workers used to herd cattle. She was sweet, steady, and strong. The kind of horse you wanted on a ranch.

      Unless she was pregnant. This was Sunshine’s third foal, and with each pregnancy she’d been jumpier than the last. Once she foaled, Kayleigh knew the mare would be fine, but until that day, Sunshine was a cantankerous momma-to-be.

      Most horses didn’t act that way, but Kayleigh wasn’t sure she could blame her. When you took into account the size of the foal and all those gangly legs in there knocking into organs and ribs, well, Kayleigh just thought it made sense for the poor girl to be fussy.

      “What happened to her?” She asked, focusing on the call.

      “She got crabby again and started jumping around in her stall. She bashed her head into the feeder when Austin went in to brush her down tonight.”

      “She needs a steadier hand right now than Austin, you know that. The kid is wound tighter than Dick’s hat band.”

      “Tighter than what?” Aaron asked.

      Kayleigh shushed him. “Does she have any injuries?”

      “She’s got a huge gash, Doc. Probably a six-inch flap of skin hanging off her forehead.”

      “Did she damage her eye?” An eye injury could be devastating for a horse.

      “No, thank goodness,” George said.

      Kayleigh glanced back in her Jeep. It was loaded with metal supply boxes for just this purpose. She had a mini-mobile vet clinic in the back.

      “Okay, well, flush out the exposed skin,” she said.

      “We’re trying to, Doc, but she’s really flipping shit here.”

      “Try to keep her calm, George, we don’t want anything to happen to her foal.”

      “Can you come out, Doc? She’s going to need stitches for sure. And you’ve always had a gentle hand with her.”

      Kayleigh sighed under her breath. So much for a relaxing evening. “Yeah, George, I’ll be there. I’m just leaving Denver though, so it will be awhile. Can you calm her down until I get there? That’s the most important thing.”

      “Yeah, Izzie’s here. Sunshine is always better when that girl’s around.”

      Izzie was Isadora Rodriguez, the ten-year-old daughter of Manny Rodriguez, another ranch hand. Manny, Izzie, and Izzie’s grandmother all lived in a small house on the property. Unfortunately, Izzie’s mother thought crack cocaine was more important than raising a daughter. She’d left town when Izzie was only a few months old.

      “Manny let Izzie come out this late?” Kayleigh asked. Manny was a very protective father.

      “Yeah, he knows how dangerous this could turn out for Sunshine. Plus, Izzie could hear the horse crying all the way down at the house. There was no way that little girl wasn’t going to come to the stables tonight to be with the horse.”

      It was an unspoken fact at Rutherford Ranch that Sunshine was Izzie’s horse, whether her name was on the registration papers or not.

      “All right,” Kayleigh said, “well, try to keep everyone away from her, just Manny and Izzie.”

      “I will,” George said.

      “I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

      “Thanks, Doc. We owe you. Big time.”

      “Yeah, you do, George.”

      George laughed and Kayleigh pressed the button on her steering wheel to end the call.

      “That sounds bad,” Aaron said.

      Kayleigh turned and stared at him, surprised he understood the gravity. Many people would think a cut on the head and a few stitches for a horse was no big deal.

      “Yeah, it could turn real bad. Sunshine is pregnant and she’s a little bit cranky when she’s knocked up.”

      “Is that a technical term?”

      Kayleigh laughed. “You bet.”

      ”If she’s such a problem horse, why would they breed her?”

      Kayleigh studied the man beside her. Was he really interested?

      “It’s a long story. But I’ll tell you on one condition.”

      “What’s that?” Aaron asked.

      “You tell me why you’re home. Why did you come back to Canyon Creek?”

      Aaron sat silent for several moments as if gathering his thoughts. She liked that about him.

      “My mom needs help with the lodge. My brothers need me. It’s my turn.”

      She didn’t believe him, not for a second. His father had been gone almost six months now. If he was truly concerned, he would have been home months ago.

      “How long?” she asked.

      Aaron glanced at her, his brows furrowed. “How long what?”

      “How long will you be home?”

      “I don’t know. It all depends.”

      “On what?”

      Aaron turned to face her. “You ask a lot of questions, you know that.”

      She smiled and nodded. It had always been a fault of hers that often times got her into trouble. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s okay.” He smiled and Kayleigh noticed crinkles at the edges of his eyes. For the first time she noticed how tired Aaron looked.

      “I’ll drop you off at your mom’s then head out to Rutherford Ranch.”

      “Rutherford Ranch? That’s where you’re headed?”

      Kayleigh nodded.

      “Thanks for picking me up, by the way.”

      “No problem.”

      They sat in comfortable silence for several miles.

      “It sounds like it’s going to be a long night for you.” Aaron sound, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah, pretty much. This is my life.”

      “Do you love it?”

      Kayleigh glanced at Aaron. “Love what?”

      “Your life?”

      “Yes,” she said with no hesitation. Most of the time, she thought.

      “Wow, that didn’t take long.”

      “Vet medicine is stressful and grueling and all the other stuff. But it’s exciting, and I never get bored. And it’s very rewarding work.”

      “How so?” Aaron asked.

      “To see the look of love on an owner’s face when you save their beloved pet, it’s priceless. Or when I help with the birth of a calf or horse, it’s just…a miracle.”

      “Okay,” Aaron said quietly. “Wouldn’t necessarily have thought the birth of a cow was a miracle, but...”

      Kayleigh shook her head. Of course he wouldn’t understand.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “I’m beginning to believe your nothing is actually something.”

      She tossed a scowl his way. “Every woman’s nothing is something.”

      “Then what is your nothing, Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery?”

      “You wouldn’t get it.”

      “Try me,” Aaron said.

      Kayleigh stared at him. He seemed genuine.

      “I really want to know,” he said quietly.

      “Cows and horses provide the livelihood for people here in this part of Colorado. If a rancher loses even one animal, he could lose tens of thousands of dollars in projected sales and revenue.”

      Aaron sat quietly, listening intently, it seemed.

      “It’s more than money, though. They’re living creatures. They have a heart and a soul, just like us. Someone should care about them, shouldn’t they?”

      “And that someone is you?” he asked.

      “Never mind.” She didn’t have the energy to explain to Aaron just how much animals meant to her. When she’d found no love or acceptance at home, the animals on her grandmother’s farm had become her makeshift family, offering unconditional love.

      “I get it,” Aaron said. “Well, I mean, I’d like to get it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Aaron sat silently for a moment and Kayleigh didn’t push. “Nothing,” he finally said.

      “Why does your nothing sound like a something?” Kayleigh smiled, glancing over at him.

      A slow smile spread across his face. “Don’t you know?”

      Kayleigh shook her head.

      “Every man’s nothing means something, Dr. Montgomery,” he taunted.

      Kayleigh leaned back and laughed. This was going to be a fun ride back to Canyon Creek after all.
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      “Thanks for the ride,” Aaron said, pulling his luggage from Kayleigh’s Jeep.

      “Need help with that?” Kayleigh asked. “Don’t want to risk your operating tools,” she said with a pointed grin at his hands.

      Aaron had to force himself not to tense at her words. “Nope, I’ve got it, but thanks.”

      Aaron settled his luggage on the ground. “Thanks again for the ride. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem,” Kayleigh said, leaning one hip against the Jeep. She crossed her arms under her breasts. She might not have meant to push them up, but the move did things to her body he had a hard time ignoring.

      “Eyes up here, Doc.”

      Aaron startled. “Oh, uh, sorry.” Jeez, since when had he started ogling women’s bodies?

      “No, problem.” She pushed off the Jeep. “I’m used to it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head and opened the car door.

      Aaron cocked a brow. “Didn’t you tell me that nothing always means something?”

      She shrugged. “Tell your mom and Maggie I said hi.”

      “Okay.” He caught himself just as he was about to close the door and leaned into the Jeep. “Thanks again for the ride, Kayleigh. I know it was a long drive and you’re probably tired.”

      She smiled. “I’m okay.”

      Aaron could see the small shadows of exhaustion under her eyes. “I could come with you, to the ranch I mean. Keep you company. Maybe help out.”

      Where the hell had that come from?

      “With a horse?” She laughed.

      Aaron shrugged.

      “No, I’ve got it. A rural vet is on call twenty-four seven.”

      Aaron had never thought about her life being so hectic in a small town like Canyon Creek. Hell, he’d tried not to think of her at all after that kiss they shared at his brother’s wedding.

      “Besides,” she said, breaking through his thoughts, “this is pet medicine.”

      “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

      She smiled, small dimples creasing the corners of her soft lips. “Probably not.”

      “Great,” Aaron muttered.

      “Have a nice evening, Mr. Stroker.” Kayleigh roared with laughter.

      “You, too, Ms. Cox.” Aaron shut the door, chuckling. He was uncomfortably aware that he hadn’t laughed this much in a long time.

      He stood outside the lodge, watching as Kayleigh Montgomery pulled away. Her taillights trailed off into the darkness and Aaron felt a small twinge as she drove off. He would have liked to have gone with her.

      “Aaron!” someone shouted behind him.

      He turned. “Maggie.” He smiled, but his expression quickly fell when he took in her disheveled appearance.

      Maggie’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but a good portion had worked its way free. Loose curls flew in every direction. Her khaki shorts were ripped, and the polo shirt she wore with the lodge’s logo on the chest was stained and untucked. Maggie Lawrence Sumner was what his Aunt Sally would call a hot mess.

      And that wasn’t like his sister-in-law at all. Maggie believed in presenting a professional front at The Lodge at Canyon Creek.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “We have some plumbing problems.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Yeah, well I think we’ve got it fixed. We had to cut off the water for a little while. Remind me never to rent a block of rooms to a bunch of frat boys.”

      “What happened?”

      “Things were shoved down toilets, tables overturned. Things happened in those rooms that I don’t even want to think about.” Maggie shuddered. “Thankfully the water’s back on, but we’ve got some pretty messy rooms.” Her eyes wide, she worked to catch her breath.

      “So, what do you want me to do?”

      Maggie held out a bucket and a rag. An impish grin spread across her face.

      Oh shit.

      “Seriously, Maggie?”

      “Is your last name Sumner?” she asked.

      He swallowed. Was it too late to change his name?

      Maggie put her free hand on her hip. “It’s a family business, Aaron.”

      He wondered if he tried to deny it, would she let him go?

      “Come on.” She held open the door. “I’ll take you upstairs.”

      He followed her through the lobby of The Lodge at Canyon Creek, the hotel his mother owned. With its imposing wooden rafters, wide pine floors and striking stone walls, the main room felt like you were stepping out into nature. Which was what his father had envisioned when he designed the building.

      An award-winning architect, his father had drawn up plans not only for the lodge but for the wedding barn at the back of the property. He’d only lived to see part of his vision take shape. In the six months since his death, his family had worked hard to complete the renovations to the lodge and wedding barn, as well as the building of seven standalone cabins.

      Standing in the middle of his father’s dream, Aaron was suddenly hit with an intense sense of loss. His father had been an integral part of his life, encouraging him anytime Aaron doubted himself.

      If ever he doubted himself, it was now. What was he going to do if he couldn’t operate anymore? Part of him continued to believe he could tweak his medication and defeat the tremors, but there was a part of him that knew that might not happen.

      “The rooms are on the second floor,” Maggie said, pointing to the large staircase. “You can’t miss them. The doors are open. Ben and Emmett should already be up there. All hands on deck, so to speak.” Maggie shrugged with an unapologetic smile.

      “So, this is the life of a hotel manager?”

      “This is the life of a Sumner.” Which Maggie was now, having married his oldest brother, Ben. “Never a dull moment.” She laughed but Aaron could hear the exhaustion in her voice, see it in her eyes.

      “Where should I put this?” Aaron nodded toward his bag.

      “I’ll put it in the office for now.”

      “Okay, I’ll head upstairs.” He rolled up the sleeves on his shirt.

      Maggie stepped closer, placing a small hand on his arms. “Thanks, Aaron, you’re a life saver.”

      When he took the bucket from Maggie, he could see the small tremor in his hand. Shit. He squeezed the handle tight, quickly slipping the bucket behind his back, hopefully before she noticed.

      “How was your car ride from Denver?” She smirked.

      “Did you really have to send Kayleigh? I know Canyon Creek is a small town, but still.”

      Maggie’s barely suppressed laugh finally burst out. “Was it bad?” Her face scrunched.

      “Nah, it was fine.” Better than fine. He wasn’t going to admit that, though. “She says she’s forgiven me. Forgetting is a different story. We’ll see.”

      Maggie lifted on her toes and kissed Aaron on his cheek. “Thanks for being so understanding. It’s good to have you home.”

      Aaron smiled at his sister-in-law. She wasn’t just beautiful outside. Maggie Lawrence—no, Sumner—had a kind soul. His brother couldn’t have picked a better woman to be his wife.

      “Why are you home, by the way?” she asked.

      He shook his head. It was the first of many questions Aaron knew he’d encounter. “Does a guy need a reason to visit his family?”

      She raised a skeptical brow. “When that guy has a surgical fellowship at one of the country’s top hospitals, I’d say yeah, he needs a reason.”

      Aaron didn’t answer.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter.” Maggie waved a hand in the air. “I’m just glad you’re here. And thanks for helping.” She turned to leave but stopped. “Oh, and keep an eye on your brothers. Sometimes they tend to bicker more than they clean. And you know what Ben’s idea of clean is.” She used air quotes.

      “Yes, I do. I shared a bedroom and bathroom with him for nearly twenty years.”

      “’Nuff said.” She laughed, walking away. “Call my cell phone if you need anything.”

      He climbed the staircase and walked down the hall. As he approached the first door he stopped just outside. The muffled voices of his brothers, arguing as usual, echoed from inside.

      The scent of sewage mixed with bleach was overwhelming.

      Aaron stepped through the open door and stood at the entry to the bathroom, watching with amusement as his brothers cleaned and scrubbed like twin Cinderellas.

      “This is bullshit,” Emmett grumbled. “Why the hell am I up here scrubbing toilets?”

      “Why are you?” Ben groaned. “Why am I?”

      “You’re here because you’re married to the boss, idiot. You have to do what your wifey says or you’ll never get laid again.”

      Aaron bit back a laugh. He’d forgotten how much he and his brothers bickered.

      “Meanwhile,” Emmett continued, “I’m going to go home to Elle, smelling like shit. Literally. She probably won’t even let me in the condo, let alone our bed.”

      “You two need to give it a break anyway,” Ben said. “Ma’s still not happy she caught you two in the back of the barn going at it like monkeys.”

      “Fuck you, you’re just jealous.” Emmett grinned. “Now that you’re a married old slob and not getting it on a regular basis.”

      “Oh, I’m getting it.” Ben smiled wide. “Besides, you’re about to say ‘I do.’ Enjoy sex in the woods while it lasts.”

      Aaron’s brother Emmett was engaged to Elsbeth Noble, or Elle as everyone called her. She was the daughter of Warner Noble, a family who had at one time been the Sumner’s arch rivals going back generations. The Nobles owned three-quarters of Canyon Creek Mountain and the surrounding land. The Sumners had once owned half, but thanks to one of his forefather’s gambling habit, Aaron’s family had lost a quarter of it a hundred years ago. Now the Nobles owned the more lucrative side, the one with the best terrain for skiing. But to hear Emmett talk, he was the winner in the whole deal. He’d won Elle’s heart.

      “How many more rooms do we have to do?” Emmett asked, sitting back on his heels.

      Ben sat up and turned his head, catching sight of Aaron. “Not as many now that dipshit is here.” He smirked.

      Emmett turned and jumped to his feet. “Aaron!” he shouted, stumbling toward his brother with outstretched hands. “Thank God, you’re my savior.”

      Emmett rushed Aaron, like he was going to hug him.

      Aaron stepped back, blocking with his arms. “Hell, no, dude. Do not touch me. You literally smell like shit.”

      “What?” Emmett glanced down at his hands and sniffed his shirt. “But I have gloves on.”

      “Doesn’t matter, bro.” Aaron shook his head.

      Ben stood. “Welcome home, little brother.”

      Aaron glanced around the bathroom that was mostly clean now. “Quite a welcome.” He laughed.

      “Nothing but the best for my little brother.” Ben laughed.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Emmett asked, pulling off his gloves. “Ma said you were coming home but didn’t say why.”

      That’s because he hadn’t told her why.

      Aaron glanced behind them. “Um, it looks like you’re not done yet, Em.”

      “I’m taking a break.” Emmett shoved the gloves toward Aaron.

      Aaron stepped back. “Hell no.”

      “Hell, yes,” Emmett said. “You know what they say?”

      “What’s that?” Aaron and Ben asked at the same time.

      “A family that works together stays together. Have fun.” Aaron still hadn’t taken the gloves so Emmett tossed them on the ground.

      “I think I’d rather not stay if this is the work.” Aaron laughed. He’d already told Maggie he would help with it, but he was going to make his brothers work for that help.

      “Emmett,” Ben hollered, “we’ve still got two more rooms to clean.”

      “I’m taking my government allotted break.” Emmett called back as he stepped out into the hall.

      “Stay away from the guests. You smell like shit,” Aaron said.

      Emmett shot him the finger before traipsing down the hall.

      Aaron glanced down at Ben, who was still on the floor.

      His brother held up dirty yellow gloves. “Welcome home.”

      Aaron grabbed the gloves. He could do this. He’d seen worse in his profession. As he grabbed the rag and began to clean the dirty floor, he wondered if he should have gone to Europe for his sabbatical. Italy sounded nice right about then.

      “Maggie said Kayleigh picked you up,” Ben said.

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d that go?”

      Aaron shrugged. “It was fun.”

      “Oh,” Ben said, “Maggie wanted me to tell you. Don’t get any ideas about hooking up with Kayleigh.”

      “What?” Aaron’s head snapped up and he stared at Ben. “Why would she think we’re going to hook up?”

      “Maggie said it was just a feeling she had. I don’t ask questions, man. I’ve found married life to be easier that way.”

      “Why would I want to hook up with Kayleigh?”

      Ben narrowed his eyes. “You seriously want me to answer that? Because, you know I can’t. I’m not allowed to list Kayleigh’s,” he cleared his throat. “assets.”

      Ben didn’t need to. Aaron was well aware of Kayleigh’s assets. She was gorgeous, sexy, with a body made for sin.

      Ben held up his left hand. “I’m married now. I’m not supposed to notice shit like that anymore.”

      Aaron laughed. “You know I can’t see the ring, you’re wearing a glove. Besides, you love it.”

      Ben laughed. “Yeah, I do. I love her. I love being married to her.”

      “I’m happy for you.” He meant it. It was good seeing Ben so happy. It wasn’t something Aaron had time for in his life, but it didn’t mean he didn’t like seeing his brothers contented.

      The two worked in tandem, cleaning up the rest of the room as Aaron thought about the reasons he shouldn’t become involved with Kayleigh.

      “It really is good to have you home, Aaron,” Ben said.

      Aaron glanced at his brother, realizing he’d left some of the edginess he’d been feeling lately back on the plane. Maybe it was being home. There was a slight sense of peace that came from being in Canyon Creek. He could use more of that.

      “It’s good to be home,” he said. And he meant it.
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      “All right, I’m out, girl,” Shelly shouted from the hall. “Do you need anything else before I leave?”

      Kayleigh glanced up from her laptop.

      Shelly’s head was peeking through the door.

      “Oh, uh, no. I think I’m good. Thanks.”

      “What are you working on?”

      Kayleigh glanced down at her computer screen, fighting the urge to slam it shut. “Just charting notes.”

      “Okay. Well, don’t stay too long. It’s ladies night at the tavern,” Shelly said, leaning further into the room.

      Kayleigh laughed. “Not tonight. I’ve still got a few more things to finish up here. Maybe next week.”

      “You work too hard.”

      Kayleigh didn’t answer. They’d been over this a dozen times. She was the only vet for three counties. Until someone else came along and opened up, she didn’t feel like she had much choice.

      Shelly shook her head, probably tired of telling Kayleigh the same thing.

      “We can’t afford another vet right now,” Kayleigh answered her silent question. She wasn’t in a financial place to hire someone else.

      “Night, hun. Call if you need anything. Snowflake and Sprinkles are good post-op and resting in cages.” The twin cats had just been spayed earlier in the day. “Darla will be available overnight if we need anything.”

      Darla Stanger was a volunteer who helped out at the clinic from time to time. Kayleigh would be lost without the free help.

      “Thanks, Shelly.”

      “Any time, sweetie. You’re doing a great job here. I’m not sure what the town would do without you.”

      Kayleigh beamed at the compliment. When she’d come to Canyon Creek two years ago, the clinic had been manageable and profitable, to a degree. Now, she was busier than ever but the profits hadn’t grown as much as they should.

      “I’ll lock up on my way out,” Shelly called over her shoulder.

      “Thanks,” Kayleigh yelled. She heard the bell tinkle as Shelly left and she turned back to her computer. Studying the books wasn’t her strong suit. She really should hire a bookkeeper, but she didn’t want anyone to know how much trouble the clinic was really in.

      The problem was staring her in the face in black and white. Well, more like black and red. She was giving away too much stuff. She needed to stop. Vaccines, medicine, spay and neuter charges for the animal shelters in the area.

      How could she say no? She needed to come up with another way to fund these free services.

      She’d lived enough of her life under the protective umbrella of her father’s money. She refused to ask for his help. She needed to find a way to do this on her own.

      Knowing she couldn’t do anything else about the budget tonight, Kayleigh closed the computer. She slid open the drawer to stuff it inside but found the envelope with her brother’s wedding invitation staring back at her. And her father’s note.

      Would love to see you, Lee Lee.

      As much as she’d wanted to throw away the invite and the note, she hadn’t.

      Kayleigh loved her brother and wanted to be there for him, but she just couldn’t face her family, especially her mother. When Kayleigh walked away from them five years ago, she’d vowed she wouldn’t endure her mother’s judgment any longer.

      She’d always thought she would go back someday. A day when she could hold her head high and face down her mother’s criticism, knowing it wasn’t warranted. Now, though, as she sat on top of this catastrophe she called a clinic, she had to wonder when that day would come.

      Her mother had laughed when Kayleigh told her she wanted to pursue veterinary medicine and not plastic surgery like her father.

      Her mother’s response had been riddled with scorn—and a touch of embarrassment—telling Kayleigh she’d never make it on her own.

      So far, Kayleigh hadn’t. Not as far as she was concerned. She had finished veterinary school and loved what she did, but she had student loans she didn’t know how she’d pay back and a clinic that was close to operating in the red. There was no way she could go back and face her family’s scrutiny yet.

      That wasn’t the only reason she couldn’t return to Boston, but she wasn’t going to think about that—or rather him—now. She needed a hot bath and a good book.

      And a box of wine.

      Kayleigh stuffed the envelope into her bag and closed the drawer, vowing to throw it away once she got home. She stood, slipping off her coat. It had been a tough day. One cat vomited after surgery, and a terrier with a parasite had pooped all over the exam table. Her coat was toast. It probably should have been thrown away but she couldn’t afford new ones. The thought thoroughly depressed her.

      She walked down the hall and kicked open the hamper on the dirty clothes. Before she tossed it in, her fingers ran along the monogram.

      Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery, Veterinarian, Canyon Creek Veterinary Clinic.

      She always smiled when she saw her full name. There was something magical about seeing the proof of her dream of becoming a veterinarian realized.

      She walked down the back hall and slipped out the door, locking it behind her. She made the short walk to her house thirty feet away. She’d just stepped onto her back porch when her cell phone rang.

      “What now,” she grumbled.

      “How was the drive from Denver with Dr. Sumner?” Maggie asked.

      “Wonderful. How was the shit fest at the lodge?”

      Maggie laughed. “Crisis averted, thanks to Aaron.”

      “Aaron?”

      “Dr. Sumner, Ben’s brother.”

      “I know who Aaron is, you dork. I meant, he actually helped clean up.”

      “Sure did. He’s been a huge help around here. He doesn’t give me nearly as much grief as my own husband. Which is ridiculous considering this is basically a family business now.”

      Kayleigh laughed. Maggie had been hired by the Sumners years ago to help with their small bed and breakfast. When they’d finished the build-out of their much larger lodge, Maggie had been promoted to manager. Now that she was a Sumner and married to the owner’s son, the business truly could be called family owned and family run.

      “Well, I’m glad he’s working out. Did you ever find out what he’s doing here?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “He just said he wanted to take some time off.”

      Kayleigh knew that was crap. The man had a fellowship at a prestigious hospital. Doctors didn’t give that kind of shit up easily. She’d grown up with a doctor who now taught medicine. She was aware of the drive all doctors had.

      “The trip from the airport was fine,” Kayleigh said. “Uneventful.” Not really.

      “Make sure it stays that way.”

      “What?” Kayleigh fumbled with the phone as she unlocked her back door. “What are you talking about.”

      “I just don’t want you to get involved with him.”

      “What does that mean?” Kayleigh pushed open the door, her dog attacking her. “Hello, baby,” she said, squatting so Annie could jump into her lap.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just,” Maggie paused, “I love you and I don’t want to lose you as a friend.”

      “Why would you lose me?”

      “If another one of my friends gets involved with a Sumner brother and it doesn’t work out, I won’t have any friends left.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Kayleigh said.

      Jax made his way from under the couch, arching his back and stretching before parading to her side. She scratched under the cat’s chin and listened as he purred like a motor boat. She didn’t need a man. She had Sir Jaxie.

      “Devlin,” Maggie huffed. “If she and Max hadn’t worked out, I would have lost her as a friend. It would have been too uncomfortable for her to come around, knowing she might run into Max.”

      Devlin Darby had been Maggie’s best friend growing up in Canyon Creek, until she’d moved away in elementary school. The two had stayed close through the years, though. Maggie even had Devlin in her wedding.

      During her stay leading up to the wedding, Devlin had hooked up with Ben’s brother, Max. No one could blame the girl. Max was an ex-NFL player and hot as hell.

      Their sexcapade had resulted in an unplanned pregnancy, but not unwanted. At least, not unwanted now. The two were expecting twins and sappy in love.

      “Devlin and Max are fine. They’re engaged and expecting twins.”

      “I know, I know, it’s just…”

      “Girl, seriously, don’t worry about me,” Kayleigh said. She didn’t know why she hadn’t stopped this conversation already. “The last thing I have on my mind is hooking up with a Sumner boy. Well, I take that back. Give me Grant and I might change my mind.”

      Both women laughed. Grant was a movie star with a career that had women all over the world drooling over him.

      “No comment,” Maggie said.

      Maggie, always the diplomat, she thought.

      “Hey, I meant to tell you,” Maggie changed the subject. “Karaoke is at the lodge on Friday. Think you can come?”

      “Sure,” Kayleigh said. “I need a break.” She’d said no to drinks tonight, but she would make an effort to get herself up to the lodge Friday. She really did need some time off.

      “You don’t need a break. You need help.”

      She did, but she didn’t want to tell her friend she couldn’t afford any more staff so she chose not to answer.

      “You should try one of Valerie’s yoga classes to help you relax.”

      “Uh, no.” Kayleigh shook her head, even though Maggie couldn’t see her.

      “Why? She’s amazing. You should think about it.”

      “Okay,” Kayleigh said.

      “Thanks again for picking Aaron up. I’ll bring a six pack for you to Karaoke.”

      “When are you guys going to start serving alcohol?”

      “We’re talking about adding a small bar area next to the café in the lodge, but any talk of expansion pretty much freaks Ben out. He wants to get this first year of loan payments under our belt and money in the bank before we do anything else. I can’t say I blame him. A liquor license is crazy expensive and, for now, bring-your-own is working.”

      “I can understand that.” Kayleigh wished she had money in the bank. Her phone beeped and she pulled it from her face and glanced at the screen. “Hey, I got to go, someone’s calling.”

      “Another emergency, Kayleigh? You need to rest.”

      “Nah, this is Paula.”

      “From the bookstore?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did she get in more pirate porn for you?” Maggie laughed hysterically.

      “Hey don’t knock it. Have you ever tried being tied up by a pirate?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Well, until you have, don’t laugh.” Kayleigh had never tried it either, but she was willing. She just didn’t have a sex life to go with her fantasies.

      Actually, she didn’t have a sex life at all.

      “Bye, girl. I’ll see you Friday.”

      “Okay, sounds good. Bye.” Kayleigh clicked over. “Hey, Paula.”

      “Hey chickee. I got some good stuff in for you. This is old school. I did a trade with a dude online.”

      Kayleigh knew she could buy her books online but she preferred to buy local. Plus, Paula found some of the best books from way back.

      “How old school?”

      “I’m talking 1970’s Harlequin. It doesn’t get any better than that.”

      Kayleigh was definitely addicted to romance novels. After walking away from what she thought would be her own happily-ever-after years ago, she now relied solely on books. They were much more reliable than men. Thankfully, Paula knew her fetish for old-school paperbacks.

      “Okay, I just got home. Let me take care of the kids and shower, then I’ll be down.” She’d have to pass on a bath tonight.

      “Stop by the coffee shop and pick up a tall latte for me? It’s been a hell of a day.”

      “Want me to bring a bottle of Jack too?”

      “Do you have any?”

      “No. But I can stop by the liquor store, too.”

      “Nah, I’m good. See ya in a bit.”

      The phone clicked off and Kayleigh laughed. It was nice to have friends.

      She went to set the small backpack she used as a purse on the counter and saw the envelope sitting where she’d shoved it into the main pocket. Pulling it out, she walked to the trash can and kicked open the lid.

      A loud meow had her looking down.

      “What?”

      Jax glanced up at her, head tilted, tail gently swaying from side to side.

      “So you’re telling me I should go.”

      The cat wound around her legs several times then sat down on top of her foot.

      Kayleigh let out a heavy sigh and tossed the envelope on the counter rather than the trash. “Happy?”

      Jax meowed and walked away.

      She’d always believed animals were more in tune with the emotional needs of their owners than actual people were sometimes. This time she would trust Jax’s silent warning.

      Kayleigh made her way into the bathroom and slid back the shower curtain. Turning the water to scalding, she waited a few minutes as steam filled the bathroom. She stepped under the spray, letting the water wash away the tension of the day

      As her eyes fluttered closed, images of a pirate ship sailing on a stormy sea flashed through her mind. A captain bellowed out orders to his men as they rushed to lower their sails. Of course, unlike reality, all of her pirates brushed their teeth and looked like they’d showered that morning.

      Two men flanked her on either side, grabbing her arms.

      “Take her down to my quarters, men. I’ll show her how we deal with stowaways,” a deep voice grumbled.

      “Aye, aye, Captain Sumner. Aye, aye.”
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      “Oh, it feels good to sit,” Aaron’s mother said, sitting back in the Adirondack chair on the back porch.

      His childhood home had a beautiful view of Canyon Creek Mountain. And in the distance, if it was quiet, you could also hear the running creek. Aaron had forgotten how much he missed home.

      “I can’t believe how busy you guys are at the lodge.”

      His mother turned her head and smiled. “Yeah, it’s been a bit crazy.”

      “But you love it?” Aaron asked, but he didn’t need an answer. It was written all over her face.

      “Yeah,” she said, “yeah, I do. I’m lucky.” She turned and looked at Aaron. “Like you.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m living my dream, just like you are.”

      He had to fight not to tense at her words. He wasn’t living his dream, not any more.

      “What?” his mother sat up.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you’re home?”

      “Can’t a guy just come home for a visit?”

      His mother gave a weak smile that said she knew he was hiding something. She reached out her hand and patted his. “Of course, you can, darling. I’m very glad you’re here. And I know the boys are, too.”

      “Yeah, I could see that today.” Even before noon, Aaron had helped with at least four minor catastrophes. At least, they seemed like minor catastrophes to him. Max had said it was all in a day’s work at the lodge.

      The espresso machine in the café had gone haywire, spewing used coffee grounds on his Aunt Sally. That one had been a little funny.

      One of the guest room doors had grown a mind of its own and locked its owner out of the room, not opening for any of the master key cards, either. The guest hadn’t been thrilled when they’d said they needed to call the key card company to get her access to her belongings. She was there for her wedding and had started screaming that her wedding dress was in the room. It was like she thought they wouldn’t get the lock fixed before the blessed event.

      Sure, they’d cut it close, not getting the dress out until two hours before the wedding, but still.

      The worst part of the day, though, had been when the reservation system went down for a few hours and they had to check people in by hand, using the most recent printed list of reservations they had. They’d had to collect credit card information to put into the system later and had a few people arrive whose reservations hadn’t been on their printed list.

      “I thought my emergency medicine rotation was crazy.” Aaron laughed.

      “It’s nothing compared to cranky travelers and nervous brides, huh?”

      “Nervous?” Ben asked, walking up behind them. “Try bat shit crazy, Ma.”

      “She really was, wasn’t she?” His mother laughed and picked up her glass of wine. “Here’s to the Travis-Monohan wedding being over.”

      Aaron raised his long neck beer and clinked her glass.

      “Here, here,” Ben added.

      “Did you know she hired a social media firm to cover her wedding and post all the events on the internet?” His mother said.

      Aaron wrinkled his brow. “You can’t be serious.”

      “That’s nothing,” Ben said. “Lily said the chick actually asked her to rub lotion on her feet because her girdle was too tight to bend over.” Ben shuddered.

      “I think it’s called Spanx, dear,” his mother said.

      “Whatever.”

      “Holy, hell!” Aunt Sally shouted from behind them. “That is the last wedding I’m helping with.” She rounded the patio and sank down into another chair, propping up her feet.

      Ben chuckled. “You say that about every wedding, Aunt Sally.”

      “Well, I mean it this time. That girl was certifiable. She asked me if the cake was vegan. I don’t even know what that means.”

      Aaron snorted.

      Aunt Sally held up her own beer. “Thank you, baby Jesus, that’s over. Cheers big ears!”

      Before anyone could join her she’d kicked back the bottle and downed half the contents.

      “What’s up next?” Ben asked.

      “Let me catch my breath first,” his mother said, smiling.

      Aaron really was surprised at how busy the lodge was keeping his family. He would need to ask Ben if there looked like there was room in the budget to add more help in the future, or if this was how things would be long term.

      “How do you do it, man?” Aaron asked Ben.

      “Do what?”

      “You help out at the lodge, run your own business, and help Maggie take care of her father.”

      “Love.” His mother beamed.

      “Ugggh.” Aunt Sally groaned.

      “What are you moaning about?” Ben asked. “You and Warner are awfully cozy.”

      “We’re just friends with benefits.”

      “Oh, gross, Aunt Sally.” Ben groaned.

      “That’s just nasty,” Aaron added.

      “Not really,” Aunt Sally smirked. “You should try it sometime. Best of both worlds, my boys.”

      “Ain’t it good to be home?” Ben asked in a mocking tone.

      “So, speaking of being home,” Aunt Sally slid to the edge of her chair, training her gaze on Aaron. “You going to tell us why you’re here, Dr. Sumner?”

      “I’ve already explained it. I’m taking a break. I’ve got some changes in rotations coming up, so it’s a good time to use my vacation and be here with the family.”

      Aaron glanced around the circle and noticed everyone staring at each other.

      “What?” he asked.

      “How long will you be here?” Ben asked.

      How long? As long as it takes for me to figure out my meds, he thought. He noticed a slight bobble of his beer in his right hand. He’d made the first adjustment to his prescriptions three days ago, but wasn’t seeing any results yet. “Just for a few weeks, maybe a little more.”

      “They not keeping you busy enough up at that fancy hospital in Chicago?” Aunt Sally asked.

      “They’ve got me plenty busy. I just…”

      “You needed a break,” his mother said. “You look tired sweetie.”

      He nodded. In all the years since he’d started medical school, Aaron had never taken a break, never even thought about taking a break. Even during holidays and school breaks he worked if they’d let him, trying to get more hours in the operating room whenever possible.

      Maybe his mother was right, he did need to rest.

      “Oooh.” Sally said. “You should come to your mom’s yoga class.” She let out an evil grin, as if she knew something he didn’t.

      Aaron felt his gut tighten.

      Ben groaned, shaking head.

      “What?” his mother asked, as though she didn’t know his aunt was up to something.

      Ben glanced at Aaron. “Be careful, it’s a set up.”

      Aaron stared at his brother, then his mother, then over to his aunt.

      “Ma, did you happen to invite Kayleigh Montgomery to your yoga class this morning when we were in town?” Ben’s eyes never left Aaron’s as he asked the question.

      Their mother waved her hand in dismissal. “I invite everyone in town to class. And the guests. I didn’t say anything in particular to Kayleigh.”

      Ben shook his head. “Don’t do it. It’s a trap, man.”

      “A trap for what?”

      “Jeez, for someone so bright…” Sally muttered.

      Aaron was completely lost. But he had to admit, the thought of seeing Kayleigh getting all bendy in tight yoga pants stirred something in his own pants. It was a sad thought but it had been too long since he’d had sex.

      “So you’ll come?” his mother practically bounced in her chair.

      The last thing Aaron wanted to do was disappoint his mom. “Sure, why not?”

      “Oh, good.” She clapped her hands.

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Another one bites the dust.”

      “What?” Aaron asked.

      “Well,” his mother pushed out of her chair, “class is early. I should get to bed.”

      Wait, what? He wondered how early “early” was.

      “Sally, you coming?” His mother asked.

      Aunt Sally glanced at her beer. “No, I’m not done yet.”

      His mother raised a brow, similar to the look she gave any of her boys when they were in trouble as youngsters.

      “Oh, uh, yeah. I’m just about done.” Aunt Sally tossed back the rest of her beer and stood.

      “Night, boys,” his mother said, reaching down to kiss each of them on the cheek. “Class is at eight, sweetheart,” she said, looking at him. “Don’t be late. Wear loose clothing.”

      “Okay.” Aaron couldn’t help but feel he may be stepping into quicksand. “’Night.”

      He and his brother sat in comfortable silence for a bit, something Aaron could appreciate now that he was back home.

      “Saw Doc Olson in town this morning,” Ben said, breaking the quiet. “Said he hasn’t seen you yet. What’s up with that?”

      “What do you mean?” Aaron asked.

      “He’s usually your first stop, even before you get home.”

      Aaron didn’t want to explain why he hadn’t seen his mentor and friend yet. Part of it was self-preservation. Doc Olson was a smart man. Aaron wouldn’t be able to hide the truth from him.

      A bigger part was guilt. His original intent when he’d left for med school was to return and help Doc Olson one day. Instead he’d gotten caught up in big city medicine and the draw of being a big-shot surgeon instead of a small-town doctor.

      “I might stop by tomorrow.”

      “After yoga?” Ben laughed.

      “What is up with Ma’s yoga class?”

      Ben stood and grasped his brother’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “You’ll see. I’m heading home.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you.”

      “Oh, and Aaron,” Ben said glancing over his shoulder.

      “Yeah?”

      “Definitely wear loose clothing. Very loose around here.” Ben waved his hand around his dick.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Ben chuckled. “’Night man.”

      The door closed and Aaron sat back in his chair.

      The stars were so bright in the sky. He drew in a deep breath of fresh mountain air. It really was good to be home. He just didn’t know how long it would feel that way before he started to get restless again.
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      Aaron walked down the path toward the wedding barn. Although they’d refurbished the barn to hold weddings and parties, they also hosted other community things.

      Things like yoga.

      As he rounded the corner, one of the cabins caught his eye. His memory went to the kiss he’d shared with Kayleigh. Well, shared wasn’t exactly the right word. He’d stolen it, to be honest.

      He just couldn’t help himself. She’d become heated over their argument about the benefits of a new suture material that had come on the market recently, the merits of whether it had been rushed to market.

      At first, it wasn’t that he’d wanted to kiss her, he’d just wanted to shut her up.

      Then…he’d wanted to kiss her.

      And before he could stop himself, he’d done just that.

      The woman was incredible, her mouth soft, lips full. She had a magical tongue that danced when he touched it with his. Jeez, his dick was getting hard just thinking about it.

      “What’s going on in that pea-sized-brain of yours?” Kayleigh’s voice called from behind him.

      Aaron turned, afraid he looked as embarrassed as he felt. His brother had warned him to wear loose clothes. Now he was glad he had.

      “Oh, uh, nothing.” He looked at her. She wore navy blue scrubs. “Aren’t you here for yoga?”

      She laughed. “Me? No. Maggie’s tried to sucker me into it a time or two, but no.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Sally called. She said Lucky had an infected eye and she couldn’t wrangle him into a crate.”

      Lucky was the infamous one-eyed cat that spent his time either roaming the grounds, protecting the residents, or with Maggie and Ben at their house during the winter months.

      “Yeah, that cat is scary. I have no idea how Maggie and Ben keep that thing in their house.”

      “Lucky’s a great cat. You just need to know how to talk to him.”

      “Hey, kids.” His mother walked up next to him. “You ready for yoga?”

      “Um, I guess?” Aaron winced.

      “You too, Kayleigh? I’m so glad you could make it. But why are you wearing scrubs?”

      “Sally called this morning, said Lucky was sick.”

      “Oh, well. I think he’s fine now. I saw him earlier with Maggie. Why don’t you come join us for yoga?”

      Kayleigh and Aaron blinked at one another and suddenly Ben’s words rang in his mind. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      “Hey kiddies, you ready to rock this class?” Aunt Sally bounded up next to Aaron and bumped his hip with hers.

      “Sally?” Kayleigh raised a questioning brow. “You said Lucky was sick.”

      Sally waved her hands in the air. “It’s a Christmas miracle. He’s healed.”

      “It’s not Christmas, Aunt Sally.”

      “Tomayto, tomahto,” she said. “Let’s get you kids into yoga. It helps your sex life, you know.”

      “What?” Aaron yelled.

      “Oh, God.” His mother shook her head.

      Sally glanced behind her at them. “Too far?”

      “Yeah,” Kayleigh and Valerie said in unison.

      “Well,” his mother took his and Kayleigh’s hands on either side of her, as if they were five, “you’re both here now so why not join us?”

      “I’m not dressed for it,” Kayleigh said.

      “Nonsense,” his mother said.

      “I can let you borrow some of my pants.” Sally said, sliding a finger into her waist band.

      That’s when Aaron noticed her outfit. Leopard-printed yoga pants that left little to the imagination. “Please, God, no,” he groaned.

      “You don’t think I’d look good in leopard tights?” Kayleigh arched a brow.

      Aaron studied her from head to toe. Even decked out in scrubs she looked sexy as sin. Just the thought of her in form-fitting pants had his dick getting stiff. He swallowed. “Never said that. It’s my Aunt Sally who’s about to make me throw up in my mouth.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aunt Sally said, smacking her rear end. “My ass is tighter than a steel drum.”

      “Not what I want to know,” Aaron shook his head.

      Kayleigh laughed.

      “Won’t hear Warner complaining.” Sally smiled and skipped ahead of them.

      His mother dropped their hands and rushed after her. “Sally.”

      “Help,” Aaron moaned.

      Kayleigh giggled. “Come on.” She took his hand in hers. “Let’s give it a try. I mean, it’s the least we can do, seeing as how your mother and Sally worked in cahoots to get us here.”

      Aaron glanced down at his hand in Kayleigh’s, marveling at how good it felt.

      She gave a small squeeze.

      His gaze met hers. Her bright blue eyes sparkled in the early morning sun.

      “That is, unless you’re afraid of a little Downward Dog.” She smiled.

      He didn’t know what the hell Downward Dog was, but visions of Kayleigh on all fours flashed through his mind. Hell.

      She released her hand and swatted his chest. “Get your mind out of the gutter.” He noticed she wasn’t upset, in fact a grin seemed to be tugging at her lips.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “let’s give it a try.” A sinking feeling hit Aaron in the pit of the stomach as he rounded the entrance to the barn.

      The large space was filled with at least twenty people, all women.

      “There are extra mats against the wall,” his mother yelled from the front.

      Aaron saw twenty asses go straight up in the air as the women started to stretch.

      Aaron grabbed a mat for Kayleigh and then one for himself. They unfolded them and sat down at the back of the room, legs crossed.

      “You ready for this?” she asked.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Not even close.”

      Kayleigh patted his knee and laughed. “It can’t be that bad.”

      “You’ve never done this before.”

      She shook her head, her long blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders. “Nope. I’m a type-A personality. I don’t sit still well. Meditation has never been my thing.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I am pretty flexible, though.” She crossed her legs and bent over her knees, her nose almost to the floor.

      Christ.

      “I’m hoping your Aunt Sally is right.”

      “How’s that?” He stretched his legs in front of him, staring over at her.

      “I’m hoping yoga helps with sex.” She winked at him.

      Yeah, Ben was right. His dick was swelling. He was in hell.

      “Good morning, everyone.”

      The sound of his mother’s voice had his libido back under control.

      “This morning I want to welcome two special students to the class.”

      Oh, shit. If there was anything Aaron hated worse than sitting on this frigging mat it was having his mother try to talk him up for women.

      “Canyon Creek’s beautiful veterinarian, Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery.” His mother motioned toward where he and Kayleigh sat.

      All the women turned to stare, some waving.

      Kayleigh smiled and waved back. She looked like a beauty queen on a float, not a rural doctor.

      “Hey, Kayleigh,” several people shouted from the group.

      Kayleigh glanced over at him. “I’m kind of a rock star in town.”

      Aaron laughed. “I can see that.”

      “And my gorgeous son, Aaron. He’s visiting, all the way from Chicago. He’s a heart surgeon. I think I’m saying this wrong.” She stared at him, brows furrowed.

      “Cardio thoracic surgeon.” He helped her out.

      “That’s right ladies. He may break your hearts,” Sally said, “but he can put them back together.”

      A collective sigh echoed through the room.

      Oh, Christ.

      Kayleigh laughed.

      “And, he’s available.” His mother’s voice boomed through the barn.

      “Oh,” more women said.

      Aaron’s face heated and he ducked his head. Not before he saw Kayleigh’s smile fall. What the…

      “All right, ladies,” his mother said, “and gentleman.” She winked at him. “Let’s start in Child Pose.”

      Aaron had no fucking clue what his mother was talking about. He sat back and watched as all the women bent their legs underneath them to sit on their knees. He could maybe manage that. But when they bent forward at the waists, chests to the floor as their hands stretched out in front of them, he knew he was a goner.

      “Knees wide, ladies, let’s get your toes to touch. Oh, you too, sweetie.” His mother nodded toward him.

      A few women glanced around their hips to check on his progress.

      Aaron tried the best he could to contort his body.

      Kayleigh laughed beside him.

      He turned. “What?”

      “You look like you’re in pain.”

      “I am.”

      “Now,” his mother said, “relax and stretch your neck, your shoulders, reach with your hands.”

      Hands. Aaron suddenly thought of his tremor. His medical team had told him to try to relax as best he could. This didn’t seem like relaxation to him.

      “Now, let’s move to Cat Pose,” his mother said.

      Aaron was disappointed. He felt like he’d just mastered this kid’s pose thing and now he had to move on. He raised his head, about to push up and stiffened, startled by the sight in front of him.

      All the women were on all fours, their asses in the air, right in his face, including his aunt.

      “Oh, fuck no,” he whispered.

      Kayleigh laughed.

      “I seriously can’t do this.”

      “Wuss,” Kayleigh said.

      His mother guided them all into the next move.

      Aaron twisted to mimic his mother’s pose, but as he did, he stopped again.

      Kayleigh’s ass was in front of his face, on all fours. Her right leg extended.

      “Now rotate your foot, opening up that hip.”

      Open that hip.

      Aaron’s mouth went dry as he watched Kayleigh’s sweet ass move from side to side, the scrubs tight across her hips. Images of taking her from behind flashed in his head.

      No more semi-wood, he was full-mast hard.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      Aaron shook his head to clear his thoughts, feeling like he was in a daze. “Uh, what?”

      “My ass,” Kayleigh said.

      His gaze moved from her supple behind to her face. She was smirking.

      “Don’t feel bad, it’s a great ass.” She smiled. “Or so I’ve been told.”

      Possessive jealousy twisted in his gut. When had other people been checking out her ass? And where had that thought come from?

      “Now, take in a deep breath,” his mother said, “and squeeze your buttocks together.”

      And just like that, the hard-on from earlier was deflated at the sound of his mother’s voice speaking the words “squeeze” and “buttocks” in the same sentence. This was pure hell.

      Kayleigh giggled. “You can do this, can’t you Doc?”

      He turned to face her. God, she was beautiful, long hair falling toward the ground, blue eyes dancing with amusement.

      In that moment Aaron realized how much he’d missed these simple times. When had his life snowballed out of control? Now his days were filled with nothing more than chaos—performing surgery after surgery, assessing patients, charting notes. His current life left little time for rest and relaxation, or relationships.

      “Well?” Kayleigh asked.

      “I can if you can. Doc,” he added.

      Her eyes sparkled. “What are we playing for?”

      “Breakfast.”

      “Deal.” She waggled her hips. “I’m warning you, though. I eat a lot.”

      Aaron didn’t have time to respond.

      “All right, everyone,” his mother said, “we’re going to transition into Table Top.”

      Table top? Aaron swallowed down a groan. Yeah, he could totally picture Kayleigh on a table top. He wondered if a sex maniac hadn’t come up with these poses.

      “Just wait for Downward Facing Dog,” Kayleigh said, laughing.

      This time Aaron couldn’t hold back the groan and wondered if there was a Hard As Stone pose. If so, he already had it mastered.
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      “Well,” Kayleigh said, sliding into the diner booth, “that was fun.”

      “Name one thing fun about it,” Aaron said, sitting across from her.

      “I got a free meal out of it.” She smiled.

      Aaron’s eyes narrowed but she saw the smirk just underneath. There was no denying Aaron was handsome. Something in her stomach fluttered.

      “So, yoga’s not for you?” she asked.

      “Hell no.”

      “Why did you even try?”

      “Well, hello stranger.” Ruth Benford, owner of the Canyon Creek Country Diner, said as she strolled toward their table. She stared at Aaron. “I haven’t seen you in ages.” She placed one hand on her hip. “You’re still as pretty as ever, I see.”

      Ruth was in her late fifties, maybe early sixties, but Kayleigh had to say, there was nothing wrong with her eyesight. Aaron was pretty. Kayleigh forced the thought aside. She really had to stop reading those romance novels.

      “Hey, Ruth.” Aaron stood and kissed the woman on her cheek, giving her a small hug. “It’s good to see you.” He assessed her up and down. “You look as beautiful as ever yourself.”

      Note to self, Aaron is a charmer.

      “Oh, Aaron.” Ruth swatted playfully at his shoulder with her order pad. “You Sumner boys are all giant teases.” She leaned in. “But you most of all.”

      “It’s not teasing if I mean it.” He winked as he sank back into the booth.

      Ruth blushed.

      “Hey, Kayleigh, it’s good to see you in person.”

      What did that mean? She cared for the Benford’s two beagles, Benny and Bernie.

      Ruth turned her attention toward Aaron. “Normally she calls in her orders for delivery.” The older woman turned back to Kayleigh. “You’re too darn busy, young lady.”

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes. No truer words she thought. But what was she supposed to do. The bills weren’t going to pay themselves. And her contract for forgiveness of her student loans was almost up. Soon she’d have to start paying back the difference. Nearly seventy-five thousand dollars

      “It’s the life of a doctor,” Aaron said.

      “Pet doctor?” Kayleigh raised a brow.

      Aaron shook his head, but a smile teased at his mouth.

      “What can I get you kids?”

      “Do you still have the Canyon Creek Mountain of pancakes?” Aaron asked.

      “Sure do.” Ruth scribbled on her pad.

      “Six pancakes?” Kayleigh asked, tilting her head as though she might see his stomach around the table.

      He leaned back and patted his flat abs. “Yoga took it out of me.”

      “Chocolate chips?” Ruth asked.

      “Yep.” He nodded then turned to wink at Kayleigh. “With extra whipped cream.”

      She swallowed hard. Was he flirting with her?

      “And you, sweetheart?” Ruth turned to Kayleigh.

      “I’ll have the Sunrise Special, please.”

      “How do you want your eggs?”

      “Sunny side up.”

      “You got it. What about drinks?”

      “I’ll just have water,” Aaron said.

      “Coffee for me please.”

      Ruth winked and turned to leave. “Oh, I forgot,” she turned to face Kayleigh, “Bernie is still rubbing his eye. Do you think you could see him this afternoon?”

      Kayleigh held back a groan. She already had a full schedule. “Sure,” she smiled, “bring him by, Marlene will fit him in.”

      “Oh, thank you. Larry’s so worried about him. Ever since the kids moved off, those two dogs have become his best friends.”

      “No problem,” Kayleigh said.

      “I’ll get your coffee right out.”

      “Thanks.”

      Aaron stared at her.

      “What?”

      “You don’t have room in your schedule for her, do you?”

      “It doesn’t matter, those dogs are important to them. I’ll squeeze them in.”

      “Wow.” He set back in his seat and shook his head.

      “What?”

      “I had no idea the life of a small-town vet was so…”

      Kayleigh waited, wondering what word he would use to describe her job. Lowly? Beneath her? Inconsequential? Those were the words her mother had used.

      “Hectic,” he finally said.

      Kayleigh ducked her head to hide a relieved smile. For some reason, she wanted Aaron to respect her. “Well, when you’re the only vet in three counties it tends to be…hectic. It’s not big city medicine, but it’s important to the people who live here.”

      “I can see that,” he said. “It was like one of Ruth’s sons had hurt his eye the way she described her beagle’s condition.”

      “It’s conjunctivitis right now but it could turn into an infection of the eye.”

      “Yeah, I saw that once during my E.R. rotation. The parents hadn’t brought their daughter in and it was bacterial. Her eye looked horrible.”

      “Was there lasting damage?”

      “Thankfully, no.”

      She smiled, wondering how she could make him understand that for a lot of people, pets were just as important to them as their own children. She hadn’t been able to convince her own mother.

      She shrugged but didn’t say any more.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did I say something?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      She lifted her gaze and her eyes meet his. Genuine concern shone in the hazel green depths.

      “Just thinking about my mom.” Shit, why had she said that?

      “What about your mom?”

      She sat silent, picking at a sugar packet.

      Aaron reached across the table and took one of her hands in his. He seemed so sincere, so vulnerable himself.

      “Let’s just say my parents weren’t too thrilled with my choice of profession.” God, what was with her spilling her guts to this guy? She never spoke about her family. Ever. She drew back her hands.

      “Why not?”

      “They just thought human medicine was more important.” She laughed but he didn’t. “I was just kidding you know.”

      “I know how important animals are to their owners too,” he said.

      “You do?” Her brows rose.

      “Are you kidding? Have you heard my brother talk about that mangy cat they own?”

      “Lucky?”

      “Yeah. He wants people to think he couldn’t care less, but I know he does. Only a man infatuated with his wife could love a cat that ugly.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Yeah, it’s a service. But…”

      “What?” He slid his hand across the table and reclaimed her hands, squeezing them.

      She stared down.

      “Here’s your coffee, and your water.” Kayleigh jumped at Ruth’s voice, pulling back her hands and laying them in her lap.

      “Thanks, Ruth.” Aaron smiled.

      Kayleigh noted that same flutter in her belly. Would it be so bad to start something with Aaron? He was only here a short time, or so she thought.

      “Got your order in,” Ruth said. “Shouldn’t be long.”

      They both nodded and watched as Ruth walked away.

      “How long are you in town?” Kayleigh asked.

      Aaron shrugged.

      “Why are you here? Your mom says you rarely get an afternoon off, much less enough time to come home.”

      “I needed a break,” he said, fiddling with the salt and pepper set.

      “Why?”

      His eyes met hers. “Why, what?” he asked.

      “Why did you need a break?” She knew there was more going on than he was saying. “I understand what it’s like to become addicted to medicine. From everything your mom said, you’re just as hooked on the high of saving people as I am.”

      Aaron glanced out the window.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “it’s really none of my business.” She folded and refolded the napkin in her lap.

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      She glanced up and saw he was still staring out the window. Finally, he turned, his eyes filled with an emotion she couldn’t name.

      “Your food should be here any minute.” Ruth said as she swung by the table again, interrupting their moment. “In the meantime,” she set a can of whipped cream in the middle of the table, “I thought I’d bring out an extra can.” She glanced down at Kayleigh. “You looked so excited when Aaron asked for extra whipped cream.”

      Heat rose to Kayleigh’s face and she ducked her head again. It was so unlike her to be shy.

      Aaron laughed. “Thanks, Ruth.” There was a long pause. “You can look up now,” he said, “Ruth’s gone.”

      Kayleigh cut her eyes to the side to verify.

      “Never took you for the easily embarrassed kind.” He tilted the whip cream can and sprayed a wide line onto his finger, then held it out in front of her.

      She recognized a dare when she saw one. He was right though. She was never this embarrassed, this intimidated by a man. And she wouldn’t start now.

      She squared her shoulders and stared him in the face as she slowly opened her mouth and leaned forward. She licked her lower lip, her gaze traveling from Aaron’s finger to his face.

      His eyes widened as he visibly gulped.

      He hadn’t counted on her taking his dare. He began to draw away but she reached across the table and gripped his wrist, bringing his hand to her mouth. She slid his finger into her mouth and sucked in the whipped cream, swirling her tongue. All the time her eyes remained on his.

      Kayleigh felt his arm tense under hers as she continued her assault on his finger, watching as he squirmed in his seat. When she’d finally sucked off every drop of cream, she pulled back, letting her lips make a popping noise.

      “Delicious.” She smiled, rubbing the back of her hand across her mouth.

      Aaron sat stock still, his face ashen.

      There was nothing better than shutting up a cocky guy.

      “So, if you’re here for some rest and relaxation, and you don’t like yoga, what are your plans?” she asked.

      He remained silent, jaw lax.

      “Hello, Earth to Aaron.”

      He shook his head like a cartoon character and Kayleigh bit back a laugh.

      Aaron blinked several times. “Uh, sorry. What did you say?” His eyes traveled to her lips and suddenly Kayleigh felt nervous again. This man threw her off her game more than any man she’d ever encountered in her life.

      She cleared her throat. “I said, what are your plans for rest and relaxation?”

      “Well, I’m going to help out the family some with the lodge. I had no idea the work that went into running that place every day.”

      Kayleigh lifted her coffee and blew on the edge. “Yeah, Maggie works her little butt off. But she loves it. Loves your brother, too.”

      Aaron smiled.

      Kayleigh felt her insides melt. When Aaron smiled it changed his entire being. He went from serious surgeon, to hot, sexy-as-hell centerfold.

      “So,” she sat back in the booth, “are you going to answer my question or not?”

      “What was the question?”

      “If you’re here to relax and yoga doesn’t do it for you, what do you plan to do?”

      Aaron shrugged. It seemed to be his go-to action when he didn’t want to answer a question.

      “What are some things you do back at home to relax?”

      “I don’t.” He answered quickly, with no apology.

      “Which brings me back to my original question.”

      “Which was?” Aaron toyed with his silverware.

      Kayleigh raised a brow. She knew he wasn’t this dense.

      “Fine, I don’t normally relax. But it doesn’t sound like you make much time for fun, either.”

      “Are you seriously going to go there?” she asked.

      “Go where?”

      Ruth stepped up to the table. “Here you go. One Canyon Creek Mountain of pancakes with chocolate chips and a Sunshine Special, eggs sunny side up. Anything else I can get you two?”

      Kayleigh surveyed table. “Nope, I think I’m good.”

      Aaron nodded. “Me, too. Thanks, Ruth.”

      “Holler if you need anything else.”

      “Could you pass me the salt and pepper?” Kayleigh asked, situating her plate in front of her. She glanced up when she heard clanking.

      “Dammit,” Aaron growled under his breath. The shaker sat on its side on the table.

      Kayleigh looked from the shaker to Aaron. He seemed way more pissed than the event called for. “It’s not a big deal.” She reached for the shaker.

      “It must have slipped.”

      “Man,” she shook her head as she seasoned her eggs, “you really do need to relax.”

      “I’ll make you a deal.”

      “Uh-oh,” she said, scooping up a forkful of eggs. “What’s that?”

      “I’ll take time off if you take some time off and do some things with me—around town I mean. There’s lots of stuff to do around the mountain.”

      She saw something dark flash in Aaron’s eyes. She wanted to ask what had happened in Chicago, but she didn’t want to force him. “I don’t have time to take off. Eat,” she nodded toward his pancakes, “before they get cold.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he said. Was that disappointment in his tone?

      She studied the man as he neatly aligned his silverware with the edges of his plate, like the meticulous surgeon he was. She wondered how many people he’d saved with those hands. How many more he would save once he left Canyon Creek. She threw aside the thought. Maybe she should take a few days and hang out. It wouldn’t hurt.

      Maggie’s warning ran through her mind. Don’t sleep with Aaron.

      Surely her friend wasn’t serious? There wasn’t really any harm to her hanging out with Maggie’s brother-in-law if they both knew things weren’t going to go anywhere serious.

      “What are you doing later this afternoon?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath.

      Kayleigh watched as he gripped his knife in his hand, but it shook just a bit.

      “Fuck it.” He dropped the knife and dug into the pancakes with his fork only.

      Aaron might be here to rest and relax, but Kayleigh could see he hadn’t come willingly. She’d bet her medical degree on that, even if it was a pet degree.

      “Have you ever ridden a horse?” she asked.

      Aaron glanced up and stared at her. “Some. Why?”

      “I’ve got to go out to Rutherford Ranch later this afternoon and check on a pregnant mare.”

      “The one who cut her head?”

      “You remember?” For some reason that made Kayleigh happy that Aaron had remembered their time together, but more importantly a specific detail about her work.

      She didn’t wait for his response. “Yes, I need to check on Sunshine. Sometimes I go for a trail ride after I’m done. Alan’s property runs along Canyon Creek. Horses love it down there.”

      “You ride?” he asked, brows wide.

      “Don’t seem so surprised.”

      “Did you grow up around horses?”

      Kayleigh didn’t want to get into her history. The fact she’d been competing in eventing and dressage when she was young wasn’t something she usually shared. Right now, she understood that Aaron needed something else to think about, though, so she went with it.

      “I rode when I was young.”

      “Are you any good?” He shoveled pancakes in his mouth and she smiled.

      “What?” he asked around his food.

      “Nice manners.”

      He grabbed his water and swallowed down a gulp. “Sorry. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

      “Must have been all those Downward Facing Dogs and Table Tops.”

      Aaron sputtered.

      “Do you want to ride or not?”

      He cocked a brow. “Are we talking about the horses, or something else?”

      “Let’s start with the horses first and we’ll see how you do.” Aaron fell back into the booth, howling with laughter, and Kayleigh couldn’t help but feel like she’d just done something miraculous.
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      “Wow,” Aaron said, staring out the window of Kayleigh’s Jeep. “I don’t remember the Rutherford Ranch being this huge.”

      Kayleigh had pointed out the beginning of the ranch by the southern fence line at least a mile ago.

      “Yeah, they’ve added on as surrounding property came on the market.”

      “How many acres?”

      “Um, I’m not exactly sure but I think it’s close to a thousand now, but they’re really innovative with their rotational grazing. The ranch is implementing a lot of techniques that let them run a large number of cattle for that acreage.”

      Aaron whistled. “Wow.”

      “Over 900 head of cattle,” she said. “It’s twice what they were able to do before they started rotational grazing.”

      Aaron craned his neck and stared. “And you take care of all of them?”

      “No,” she shook her head. “Alan has a great staff. I help with the more serious cases, or when an animal needs meds or something, but they do the day-to-day things like worming and a lot of their own vaccinating.”

      “Still, that’s got to be a lot of work.”

      “I help take care of their horses, too. They have a dozen they use for ranching.”

      “And you said Sunshine is pregnant.”

      “Yeah, this is her third foal. They probably won’t breed her again for a while because they don’t need another horse, but when she’s not pregnant she has such a sweet temperament. They wanted at least one more foal from her.”

      “And you’re the only vet for the clinic in town, too?”

      Kayleigh nodded as she steered her Jeep into the elaborate entrance of the Rutherford Ranch.

      He’d gone to school with the oldest son, Grayson. Aaron didn’t know him well. Grayson had been in band and the Future Farmers of America, which wasn’t surprising, seeing as he grew up on a ranch. Aaron had been in the math and science club so their paths hadn’t crossed much.

      “Does Grayson still live here?” He asked.

      Kayleigh maneuvered the Jeep around the country road. “Yeah. He works on the ranch.”

      Aaron didn’t miss the grin on her face and wondered what that was about. “What is that smile for?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head.

      “So he’s still here?”

      “Yeah, Grayson helps run the ranch with the ranch manager, George Lucado. He’s a master AI guy in the state.”

      “A what guy?”

      “AI. Artificial insemination.”

      What the hell?

      “The cattle.” She laughed. “Not women. Although,” she paused, bringing the Jeep to a stop in front of a huge barn, “there are a lot of women in the tri-county area who’d like to be inseminated by Grayson Rutherford.”

      Aaron felt a ball of jealousy burn in his gut. “Are you one of them?”

      Kayleigh turned to face him. “Why?”

      Aaron shrugged. “No reason.”

      “Come on,” she said, sliding out of the Jeep. “I’ve got to get some stuff from the back.”

      It didn’t escape Aaron that she never answered his question. And the fact perturbed him greatly. He slipped out of the Jeep, shutting the door with a little more force than necessary. What was wrong with him? It was Grayson friggin’ Rutherford. He’d been a scrawny kid in high school, getting turned down by all the girls.

      Aaron made his way around to the back.

      Kayleigh was bent over, reaching for something deep in her Jeep.

      Aaron stared at her ass, tantalizingly showcased in tight jeans. She’d changed out of her scrubs before they left in preparation to ride. Images of her riding him popped into his mind. He shifted his feet and coughed.

      “Here,” he said, stepping up beside her. “Let me get that.”

      “I’ve got it.” She swatted his hand away.

      She pulled out two stuffed bags and hefted them onto her shoulder. Combined, the two looked like they weighed more than she did.

      “Here.” He grabbed for the larger one.

      She twisted out of his grasp and walked in front of him. “I’ve got it.”

      “Obviously,” he muttered as he followed behind.

      “Hey, Kayleigh.”

      Aaron glanced up at the sound of a man’s voice. Standing in the doorway of the barn was a tall, good looking man, broad shouldered and lean.

      “Hey, Grayson.” Kayleigh smiled.

      Wait, Grayson? Shit, this was Grayson Rutherford?

      “Oh, hey, Aaron. How’s it going?” Grayson moved toward them with the ease of a cowboy, extending his hand. “It’s good to see you. Been a while.”

      “Yeah, it has.” Aaron gripped Grayson’s hand and for some strange reason, felt the need to grip it just a little tighter. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. You’ve changed a bit since high school.”

      “Hard labor does that to a man.” Kayleigh hit Grayson’s chest a few times and smiled up at him.

      Aaron felt a surge of testosterone coursing through his body, and a primitive need to mark his territory. What the hell?

      “How’s Sunshine?” Kayleigh asked, seemingly oblivious to Aaron’s annoyance.

      “She’s better. The cut is healing. Thanks for coming out last week,” Aaron noticed Grayson’s gaze rake over Kayleigh which, for some reason, perturbed the shit out of him. “I know it was late.”

      Kayleigh smiled up at Grayson as she rounded the corner into the barn.

      Aaron shook off his annoyance and studied the layout. It was obvious the Rutherfords had money. A lot more than he remembered when they’d been growing up.

      “Hey,” Grayson glanced behind him, “I’m really sorry about your dad.”

      “Thanks,” Aaron said, wandering around the barn. There were at least twelve stalls, all filled with horses, he noted.

      “I tried to say hi to you at the funeral, but it was pretty packed.”

      Aaron swallowed down the ache in his chest. His father had passed away over six months ago, but he still felt the loss every day. ”Thanks,” he said, knowing he should say more, but not really able to do it.

      “He was a great man. He’ll be missed.”

      “Thank you,” Aaron said quietly.

      “Let me get Manny and George real quick.” Grayson jogged out of the barn.

      Something squeezed Aaron’s arm. He glanced down to find Kayleigh’s hands around his bicep.

      “You okay?” she asked, concern in her blue eyes.

      He gave a small smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Your father was a good man.” Her hands slid around his waist and she gave Aaron a tight squeeze.

      Instinctively, Aaron wrapped his arms around her shoulders and he pulled her into an embrace. “Thanks.” He glanced down and saw the top of her head. Without thought or reservation, he leaned down and kissed her hair.

      She tilted her head back and stared up at him, her blue eyes darker as she smiled.

      They stood for several seconds, wrapped in one another’s arms. Just as Aaron was about to lean down further, a horse whinnied and kicked in the stall beside them.

      “Sunshine’s pretty jealous.” Kayleigh released him and walked toward the horse.

      Aaron went to stand next to her. The horse’s forehead still held the sutures, the skin puckering slightly around them.

      “Is she gay?”

      Kayleigh laughed. “She’s not jealous of you. She’s jealous of me being with you.”

      “What are you saying. Your horse likes me?”

      “She’s boy crazy, what can I say? She likes all the men’s attention.”

      Aaron couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s a little crazy.”

      “I know,” Kayleigh smiled, “pregnant women, right?” She turned back to the horse and rubbed the side of her neck. “Hey girl, how you doing today?”

      Aaron watched with trepidation as Kayleigh released the latch on the stall door and slid it to the left before letting herself inside. She didn’t shut the door again, but there was a webbed covering that attached to both sides of the opening to keep the horse in.

      A pang of fear hit him in the gut at seeing her inside with the large animal. Anything could happen to her in that stall.

      He reminded himself that Kayleigh was a veterinarian, she was used to working with large animals. Wasn’t she? Either way, he knew she damned sure wouldn’t appreciate him trying to protect her.

      “How’s that baby girl of yours doing, Sunshine?” Kayleigh set her bag on the ground and pulled a small bottle of hand sanitizer from her pocket. She squeezed out a liberal amount and rubbed the gel into the skin on her hands and wrists.

      “She’s having a girl? You can tell?” Aaron stepped back when the mare flicked her ears back as she looked his way. Was she glaring at him? He remembered Kayleigh saying the mare was always moody when she was pregnant. Moments ago, she seemed like she wanted to flirt with him. Now, she was eyeing him like she might like to toss him across the room with a good head butt.

      Kayleigh ran her hands over the mare’s sides and belly, then underneath to what Aaron could see were the horse’s breasts, but he had no clue what you called them. He didn’t know if they were udders, like a cow or something else. He wasn’t about to ask.

      “No, not for sure,” she said. “Unless an owner wants to pay for an extra ultrasound, or something medical mandates the procedure later in the pregnancy, we don’t usually do one to check for gender.  Manny’s daughter, Izzie, is convinced Sunshine is having a girl though. And since everyone pretty much considers Sunshine her horse, we’d all say if anyone would know, it would be Izzie.”

      “Are these horses for show?” Aaron looked around the barn.

      “Most are work horses like Sunshine. The other stalls Mr. Rutherford leases out to horse owners and some of them compete in horse shows.”

      Sunshine flipped her head and neighed as Kayleigh took a small machine out of her pocket. Aaron recognized it as a fetal doppler from his rotation in OB/Gyn. She was getting ready to listen to the foal’s heartbeat.

      Aaron stepped up to the closed door. “Do you need any help?”

      “Here, I’ll get it.” Grayson stepped beside Aaron and gently nudged him to the side. “Let me help you, Kayleigh.” He moved inside the stall and closed the sliding door Kayleigh had left open earlier so that Aaron was left looking through the bars on the top half of the stall door. The gesture didn’t go unnoticed. He didn’t want Aaron inside.

      “It’s for safety reasons,” Grayson said, as if reading Aaron’s thoughts.

      “I’m good, Grayson. I’ve got it under control,” Kayleigh said as she adjusted the device.

      Aaron was learning quickly that Kayleigh did not like accepting help or giving up control. Of course, many times he’d been accused of the same thing.

      “Hey, Kayleigh, you here?” Another man asked from the barn door.

      “In with Sunshine,” she called, then she turned her attention toward moving the wand of the doppler machine over the belly of the mare.

      Aaron turned toward the voice. A man in his mid-thirties with dark skin and black hair walked toward them. He wore jeans that had seen better days, and boots in about the same shape. An older man trailed behind him in the same uniform, still working his way toward them.

      The man stepped up next to Aaron and extended his hand, much the same way Grayson had.

      “Manny Rodriguez,” the man said, “and this is George Lucado. We work here at the ranch.”

      Aaron shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Manny. Hey, George.” He waved at the older man, who he remembered from his youth.

      “Hey, Dr. Sumner.” George grinned at him. “Still sounds funny every time I say it.”

      “You’re a doctor?” Manny asked, a look of concern in his eyes that Aaron saw frequently.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Oh, okay.” Manny rubbed the back of his neck.

      He sensed the man had a question. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “No, no,” Manny said. “I should probably bring her to Doc Olson. I called the other day, but maybe I should bring her in...”

      Kayleigh popped up on the other side of the stall, peeking through the metal bars. “What’s wrong with Izzie?”

      “She’s had a fever and sore throat for a couple days,” Manny said.

      Aaron could hear the anxiety in the man’s voice. “How high has the fever been?” he asked, switching comfortably into his doctor role.

      “It got up to 103.4 last night.”

      “Has it come down with medicine?” he asked. “With ibuprofen and acetaminophen?”

      “Yes.” Manny nodded. “Doc said as long as it didn’t stay high it was okay. But if it lasted for another day I should bring her in.”

      “Is she drinking fluids?” Aaron asked.

      “She’s been trying, but it’s been hard because her throat hurts so bad. Her grandmother lives here on the ranch with us, but not even she can convince Izzie to drink.”

      Aaron could see the question in the man’s eyes and didn’t want to make him ask it out loud. He was obviously a proud man.

      “Why don’t I take a look at her?” Aaron offered. “I don’t have my equipment—”

      “Here.” Kayleigh removed the stethoscope she’d hung around her neck and held it out. “There’s an ophthalmoscope in my bag.” She pointed to where her bag sat on the floor.

      “You wouldn’t mind?” Manny said. “I can pay you.”

      Aaron waved his hand in the air. “I don’t mind at all. And you’re not going to pay me.”

      “It would mean so much to me and my mom. We’ve been worried sick about Izzie.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take a look and check her vitals. It sounds like it could be strep, though. If that’s the case, Doc Olson will need to run a culture.”

      “It’s just so busy here at the ranch right now and my mom doesn’t drive,” Manny said. “But I can run her into town if that’s what she needs.”

      “I could always bring a strep kit out here,” Aaron said, not truly knowing if that was an option, but he would bet Doc Olson would let him.

      Manny rubbed a hand over his face and Aaron noticed the dark circles under his eyes. He got the sense it was hard for this man to ask for help, like someone else he knew. But he obviously cared for his daughter.

      “Tell you what,” Aaron said, trying to rescue the man’s pride, “let’s go take a look at her while Kayleigh checks out Sunshine. Then we can decide if we need to do more. Sound good?”

      Manny sighed, his hand falling as a small smile creased his worn cheeks. “Yeah,” he nodded, “that would be great. Thanks, Doc.”

      Doc? There was only one Doc in Canyon Creek, and it sure as hell wasn’t him.

      “You two go,” George said. “I’ll stay here and help Kayleigh.”

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes.

      “I know, I know,” George said, “I use the word help loosely.”

      Grayson nodded to Aaron and Manny. “We got this.”

      Something bristled on Aaron’s neck and he glanced back at Kayleigh.

      Kayleigh looked relieved but Aaron knew it wasn’t at the offer of help from the other men. He had a feeling she’d been genuinely worried about Izzie. “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll come over to Manny’s house as soon as I’m done with Sunshine.”

      Aaron nodded.

      “It’s this way,” Manny said, leading Aaron out of the barn over to a four-passenger ATV.

      Aaron climbed inside and Manny drove them down a dirt path.

      “I don’t know what we’ll do without Kayleigh,” Manny said.

      What did that mean? “What do you mean?”

      “Her contract is almost up, and rumor has it the clinic isn’t doing so hot. Why would she stay in Canyon Creek if she can’t make any money?”

      “What contract?”

      Manny didn’t look at Aaron as he steered the vehicle with practiced ease. “She has a contract to work in the town as some kind of debt repayment thing. It’s a good deal. Brings vets this way, but they always leave when the time is up. Could be another year or more before we find another one to accept the deal.”

      “Where would she go if she wasn’t working here, though?” Aaron hadn’t heard Kayleigh talk about leaving Canyon Creek, but then again, it wasn’t really something she’d talk to him about. They barely knew each other.

      “Mr. Rutherford’s other son, Dylan is a vet in Denver. She might go there.”

      “Why doesn’t Dylan come here if you guys need a vet here?” Aaron asked what he thought was the obvious question.

      “He comes to Canyon Creek when he can, but honestly, there’s no real money in rural vet medicine.”

      Aaron pondered Manny’s comments. “What’s wrong with the clinic?” he asked.

      Manny glanced over, looking a little uneasy and Aaron would guess the man was wondering if he should have opened this can of worms. “Look, I’m not sure if it’s true, it’s just what folks say. I think she does way too much for free. She knows a lot of small town people can’t afford vet services, but she does it anyway. She’s an incredible doctor but she runs herself ragged.”

      Aaron had noticed Kayleigh worked a lot. Almost as much as he did at a big city hospital if not more. He never would have guessed that would be the case of a veterinarian before watching her in action. And didn’t that make him a judgmental asshole?

      “We’re here,” Manny said as he pulled the four-wheeler to a stop in front of a small house. There was a fenced yard and a wide porch.

      “It’s great that you live on the property.”

      “Yeah, Mr. Rutherford has been good to us. Rents this place to us at a reasonable rate. My mom was able to move in with us and Izzie gets to be close to Sunshine.”

      “She loves the horse?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’s been hard on her not to have her mom in her life so I don’t make a big deal of her attachment. Plus, Mr. Rutherford doesn’t seem to mind either.”

      Aaron wanted to ask more questions but a large woman stepped onto the porch, long dark hair pulled back into a tight bun. She wiped her hands on a dishtowel as she walked toward them.

      “Quien es ese, Manny?” The woman asked, looking between Manny and Aaron.

      “Mamá, this is Dr. Sumner. He’s here to look at Izzie.”

      “Where is Doc Olson?” She said, her brows wrinkling. “We called him two days ago.” Her words were heavily accented but the anger in her voice wasn’t hard to miss.

      “Se bueno, Mamá, please. Doc Olson can’t run out here for every little thing. Let’s show Dr. Sumner inside so he can look at Izzie.”

      “You can call me Aaron.”

      Manny nodded as he bolted up the steps and held open the front door.

      “She’s on the couch,” Manny’s mother said, as if in defeat.

      Aaron noted her face, drawn with worry.

      He walked inside the small but tidy home. To the right was a living room and there, on the couch, was a mass of blankets. In the corner he saw a tiny face peeking out.

      Manny sat near the little girl, rubbing a hand on her shoulder.  “Mija, this is Dr. Sumner. He’s going to take a look at you.”

      Two round brown eyes met Aaron’s. Her complexion was pale, paler than the caramel-colored skin of the fingers wrapped around a stuffed animal. The girl held her bear tighter and pulled back when she saw Aaron.

      This was why Aaron had hated his rotation in pediatric medicine. A lot of kids were scared shitless of doctors. Some doctors were great at soothing those fears and making kids like them, but Aaron had never felt like he was one of them.

      He knelt beside her. “Who’s this?” He pointed to the stuffed animal.

      The little girl’s eyes darted from her animal to Aaron as she clutched it tighter.

      “Could I check out his heartbeat? He looks a little sick.”

      “It’s a girl,” she said, her voice raspy, her lips dry.

      This girl needed liquids, now.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Aaron looked at the small bear. “My apologies, Miss…” he paused, hoping Lizzie would fill in the missing name.

      “Her name is Beezus.”

      Aaron looked from Izzie to Manny.

      Manny smiled. “It’s short for Beatrice.”

      “Well, hello Miss Beezus. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Doctor Aaron.” He reached under Izzie’s hand and grasped the bear’s arm, shaking it. “I was wondering,” he continued speaking to the stuffed animal, “would it be all right if I listened to your heart with my special ear?” He held up Kayleigh’s stethoscope. Aaron looked from Izzie to the bear and back to Izzie again, hoping she’d allow this.

      Izzie slowly nodded.

      “Oh, good,” he said, smiling, “bears have the best hearts.”

      “Really?” The girl’s face wrinkled, looking at him suspiciously.

      “Oh, yes.” Aaron smiled down at the little girl. She was adorable. If he could win over all pediatric patients like this, he might rethink his specialty.

      His career flashed before his eyes. Or the career he thought he would have as a renowned cardio thoracic surgeon. Something in his own heart squeezed tight with the knowledge he might never return. How many years had he wasted, how many long hours spent bending over patients in operating rooms for nothing?

      “Doctor Sumner?” Izzie’s raspy voice broke through his thoughts. She pushed the ratty bear toward him, a reminder of what he was supposed to be doing.

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting Miss Beezus. Just wanted to warm up my stethoscope.” Aaron rubbed the diaphragm of the tool on his palm. “There. Now, let’s take a listen.” He pushed the ear pieces in and pressed the instrument to the bear’s chest, then focused as if concentrating on counting the beats.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Sounds good, strong, like a bear heart should.” He smiled. “Now I need to listen to her lungs. Do you think that would be okay?”

      She nodded.

      He moved the stethoscope down and repeated the action. “Can she take a deep breath in for me?”

      He held still, listening as Izzie pretended to have the bear take a deep breath in and out.

      “Yep, healthy lungs, too. That’s a good, healthy bear you’ve got there, Izzie. You’re lucky.”

      He moved as if he were going to leave.

      “Didn’t you come for me?” She asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” Aaron hit his head. “Of course, I want to check on you, too. Silly me.”

      Through the uncertainty, Aaron saw the glimpse of a small smile. He placed the stethoscope to Izzie’s chest and listened to the sound of the girl’s heart. The steady heartbeat rang in his ears, the miraculous music that had filled his life from the minute he’d first decided to be a cardiac surgeon bringing him peace.

      He would miss this, listening to the pounding rhythm of a person’s heartbeat, sometimes slow and steady, sometimes fast and irregular. If he was forced to leave his fellowship it was a sound he knew he would always long for. The power of such an incredible organ, that sustained all life, was truly fascinating to him. Saving even just one heart had been the most thrilling thing he’d ever done.

      Before he could become too melancholy, he moved the scope to her lungs. “Breathe deep, honey” he said.

      Izzie did as instructed.

      Her lungs sounded clear, that was a good sign. It wasn’t pneumonia. Aaron looked up at her grandmother. “What’s her temperature?”

      “It was 101.2 thirty minutes ago.”

      Aaron felt the back of her neck. She didn’t feel too terribly warm. Children her age were known to run higher fevers than adults.

      “You did an amazing job, Izzie.” Aaron smoothed back the girl’s hair.

      She clung to her bear.

      “Why don’t you get some rest. But first?” He turned and reached for the glass filled with a purple liquid next to the table. “Gatorade?” he asked her grandmother.

      She nodded.

      “First, let’s get a few sips of this in you, okay?”

      “It hurts,” she said, her brows furrowing as she shook her head.

      “You know Dr. Kayleigh is here to see Sunshine right now.”

      Izzie’s eyes brightened.

      “If you want to see Sunshine, you’ll need to get better. And to get better, you need to drink as much as you can, okay?” He glanced at the grandmother and then leaned in toward Izzy. “I can also call in a prescription for ice cream and popsicles. They help a lot with sore throats. Would you like me to do that?”

      Izzie grinned and nodded. Her grandmother swooped in and took the glass from Aaron, holding out the straw for Izzie.

      Aaron walked toward the door, leading Manny out of the living room. “I think she should be tested for strep. Has she ever had it before?”

      Manny shook his head.

      “It’s painful. Absent any other health concerns, she can kick it herself in a week or so without antibiotics, but she’ll be contagious longer if we leave it untreated. She’s also in a fair amount of pain. It might be best to get her into Doc Olson or see if he can make the trip out here.”

      Manny glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost six o’clock.

      “Tell you what?” Aaron offered. “Why don’t I go into town, pick up the test from Doc Olson and bring it out later. We can administer it and have the results in minutes. If the test is positive, we know we have to treat. If it’s negative, there’s a longer test we can send out for.”

      “You don’t have to do that Dr. Sumner.”

      “Please, call me Aaron. And it’s not a big deal. I know you’re busy.”

      “But you are too, yes?”

      No, Aaron thought. Not really. He had been, back in Chicago. So busy he could barely stock his apartment with groceries.

      Here in Canyon Creek, he had nothing but time, and a diagnosis that would destroy his career.

      “Tell Izzie I’ll be back in a bit. If you take me back to the barn, I’ll have Kayleigh bring me back into town and get the test from Doc.”

      “Thank you so much, Dr. Sumner.”

      “Aaron,” he corrected. “Call me Aaron.”

      Dr. Sumner just didn’t seem right anymore.
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      “You were great with Izzie,” Kayleigh said as she pulled away from the Rutherford Ranch.

      Aaron stared at her, brows furrowed. She hadn’t seen him with the girl.

      “Manny told me. He said you were sweet with her.”

      He shrugged. “Pediatrics was never my forte.”

      “Well, you did the near impossible.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You got to touch Beezus.”

      Aaron laughed. “I had to make sure Beezus wasn’t sick, too. What’s up with that name anyway?”

      “She didn’t tell you?” Kayleigh snuck a peek at him from the corner of her eye.

      “No. Her throat was really sore so I tried to limit her talking.”

      “Beezus is short for Beatrice. It’s a character from the book Ramona the Pest by Beverly Cleary.”

      Aaron shook his head. “Never heard of it.”

      “Izzie’s grandmother has been learning English and reads to her a lot. It’s a great book. Great series, actually. All of Beverly Cleary’s books are.”

      “You’re a big reader?” Aaron asked.

      Kayleigh didn’t miss that he changed the subject, but she didn’t want to disclose her penchant for sexy romance books. “Some.”

      “What kind?”

      “All kinds.” It wasn’t a lie. She read all kinds of romance, from Scottish rogues to modern day billionaire alpha males.

      “Have you read any of my brother’s books?”

      “Mystery and crime books scare me. I tried one but had to stop when I started having nightmares about masked men chasing me with machetes. He said he’s working on a romance now.”

      “Yeah, Elle has taken him to the dark side.”

      “And what is the dark side?”

      “Sappy love shit. I can’t believe three of my brothers are head over heels in love.”

      “What’s wrong with being head over heels in love? There is such a thing as a happily ever after you know.”

      Aaron twisted in his seat. “You really believe that?”

      Kayleigh shrugged one shoulder. “I guess I believe in the idea that it might exist. I’m not saying I want it. But my friends are examples that it exists for some.”

      Aaron shook his head. “Never took you for the sappy love story girl.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Just…”

      He didn’t continue and Kayleigh wondered what he was thinking. “Hey,” she said, changing the subject, “I’ll drop you off at the lodge and run into town for the strep kit at Doc’s and take it out to the ranch. I can run it back to Doc’s and let him prescribe any medicine she needs after he reads it.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said, sitting up straighter.

      “It’s okay. I need to check a few more things out there anyway.”

      “What things?”

      “Sunshine needs an antibiotic. There was a hint of an infection starting around those sutures and I don’t want to take a chance with the foal or with Sunshine’s eye. I’ll swab Izzie’s throat and bring the test back to the medical office on my way home.”

      “Okay.”  He sat back in his seat as if deflated.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head.

      “Do you miss it?”

      “Miss what?” He glanced over at her.

      “The big city. The life of a surgeon. The challenge of treating patients.”

      Aaron looked out the window. “Yeah, I do.” He turned back to her. “It was nice to be able to help Manny and Izzie today, though. I think I’d forgotten what small-town medicine can be like. With my surgical patients, I don’t often get to connect with them on the same level that Doc Olson connects with the people in this town.”

      “I guess big or small, all towns need medical services.”

      “True,” he nodded, remaining quiet for a while, seemingly lost in thought before he spoke again. “Hey, I meant to ask you something,” he finally said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Manny said something today that I was curious about.”

      “Oh Lord,” Kayleigh sighed, “no telling what Manny was saying. Let’s hear it.”

      “He hinted around that the vet clinic is in some financial trouble.”

      Kayleigh gripped the wheel tighter and worked to keep her Jeep steady. How the hell did Manny know that? It was probably Shelly. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure that those two weren’t messing around. She’d seen them out at night a few times together.

      “The clinic is fine. I’m fine.” Kayleigh tried to keep her voice calm but could hear the bitterness.

      “He said you might not be staying in Canyon Creek.”

      This time, the Jeep didn’t stay so steady. She corrected the swerve of the wheel and looked over at Aaron. “Where the hell would he get that idea?”

      “I don’t know, he just said—”

      “Well, I’m not planning to leave.” Not yet, she thought. They sat in silence for a long moment.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything. I just…”

      “Look, maybe times are tight—it happens in small towns, but I’ll manage.”

      “So, you don’t want to leave Canyon Creek?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      “Why would I want to leave?” She didn’t, of course. It didn’t mean she might not have to if she couldn’t figure out how to pay back her student loans, though. “We’re not all cut out for the big city,” she said quietly.

      “Is that where you’re from?”

      Kayleigh swallowed. Most residents knew she was from Boston, but that was the extent of it. She’d made sure of it. The last thing she wanted was to be judged as the debutante she’d been raised as. If this town knew the wealth and power she came from, they’d look at her completely differently, just like everyone in Boston had.

      “Boston,” she finally said.

      Aaron looked surprised. “I love Boston. I went to BU for med school.”

      Kayleigh glanced over at him. “I didn’t know that.”

      “What area?” he asked.

      Shit. She didn’t want to disclose this. Everyone on the northeast side would recognize the affluent suburb she was from. Maybe he’d had his head buried in a book and never got out of Boston proper. “Weston,” she finally answered.

      Aaron whistled.

      Kayleigh pressed her lips together and kept driving.

      “Weston is pretty exclusive,” he said. “Probably one of the wealthiest towns in the Northeast.”

      Of course, he’d know. She let out a sigh.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head knowing the best way out of this was shifting the attention. “So, you asked a question and I answered. Now I get one.”

      “You hardly answered me.”

      She ignored him. “Why are you really back home?” She’d asked this before, but she was stubborn as hell and she’d never gotten to the truth of this.

      Aaron fidgeted in his seat.

      Oh, shit. She’d wanted to take the attention from her, not be a buzz kill. “It’s okay, you don’t have to answer.”

      He remained silent and she let him sit for a while.

      “I needed a break. Rest and relaxation I guess you’d call it.”

      “Life of a high-profile cardio thoracic surgeon can get to you, huh?”

      “It’s not high-profile. And it doesn’t seem to be any more stressful or busy than your practice.”

      “But I’m just saving animals.” She winked.

      He shook his head. “Whatever, pet doc.”

      She laughed. “But you’re not here permanently, are you?”

      “No,” he said quietly, with no hesitation. He wasn’t staying.

      When he spoke again, though, his words sounded doubtful. “It’s not my plan, anyway.”

      Kayleigh wondered if he even knew himself.

      Aaron lifted his head. “Why?”

      What was the harm in testing the waters with him? Aaron was hot, obviously incredibly brilliant, and he wasn’t staying in town. Despite Maggie’s warning, Kayleigh could definitely see something happening.

      “What’s that look for?” he laughed.

      “You said you were here for rest and relaxation, right?”

      His mouth tipped in a grin. “Yeah. Why?”

      “That suggests you’re stressed.”

      “Maybe.”

      She nodded but stared straight ahead as she turned down the road toward the Lodge at Canyon Creek.

      “And?” He cocked his head and stretched out the word.

      She rounded the circular drive and stopped under the portico in front of the lodge. “We play Hot Tub Hockey tomorrow night. You interested in coming?”

      Aaron unbuckled and leaned back against the door. “I’m almost afraid to ask what Hot Tub Hockey is.” He laughed.

      “You should be.” She winked. Kayleigh didn’t want to tell him everything about the game for fear he wouldn’t come. Especially that the winning team got to impose any penalty they wanted.

      “I guess hot tubs are relaxing, right?”

      Kayleigh laughed. Their hockey nights were anything but relaxing. But they were a lot of fun.

      “Does it involve you in a bikini?” His eyes roamed over her body.

      Chill bumps spread across her skin, but she felt heated. “Maybe.”

      He cocked one brow. “Maybe? What would be the option if you’re not in a bikini?”

      “Guess you’ll have to come and find out.”

      “Aaron,” someone shouted from the entrance.

      Kayleigh glanced around him and saw Maggie standing with hands on hips.

      Great.

      “Text me the info about the hot tub hockey thing and what I should wear. Or not wear.” He winked as he grabbed the door handle. “And thanks for getting the strep test to Izzie. I’ll check on it in the morning.” Aaron leaned over the console and kissed Kayleigh on the cheek. “Manny was right.” He slid out of the Jeep and stood, holding the door open.

      “Right about what?”

      “You really are incredible.” He gave her a quick smile and shut the door, making his way toward Maggie.

      Kayleigh lifted her hand to her cheek and sat in silence.

      You really are incredible.

      They were the words she’d always longed to hear from her family but never had. And now, coming from a virtual stranger, they felt even more special.

      Maggie walked up to the passenger side and Kayleigh rolled down the window.

      “I heard yoga sucked balls this morning.” Maggie laughed.

      “Did you also hear that Sally got me here under the guise of caring for your cat?”

      Maggie nodded. “Sorry about that.” She glanced over her shoulder. “So, what’s the story with Aaron?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw him kiss your cheek.”

      “I know, mom, you already warned me.”

      “Just…be careful, okay? You’re one of my best friends and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “How the hell could I get hurt, Mags? He’s only here for a little while.”

      “Well, still, I worry about you.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Hey, how’s Izzie?” Maggie asked.

      “How did you know about Izzie?”

      “Valerie saw George in town this morning and said she wasn’t feeling well. You and Aaron went to the Rutherford ranch right?”

      “Aaron went to check on her. Manny said he was great with her.”

      “That’s awesome. I know when he was here for Valerie’s heart attack scare a few months ago, he was incredible with the hospital staff.”

      Kayleigh smiled. She could definitely see that about Aaron.

      “Okay, well drive safely.”

      “Will do.” Kayleigh said. “We still doing Hot Tub Hockey tomorrow night at the bed and breakfast?”

      “I’ve been practicing my moves all week.” Maggie moved her hips. The object of the game was to get the ball to touch any member of the opposing team on any body part but you weren’t allowed to use your hands to hit or throw the ball.

      Maggie was the most spastic of the bunch, and often accidentally touched the ball with her hands in a frantic effort to get away from it. She was learning to move other parts of her body instead.

      “Ben helping you with those moves?” Kayleigh laughed.

      “Maybe.” The wide smile that spread across her face told Kayleigh everything she needed to know.

      Kayleigh was happy for Maggie and Ben. They’d found their happily ever after. It gave her hope to know those kinds of endings weren’t exclusive to romance novels. Didn’t mean one would happen for her, but still, it was nice to see it happening for her friends.

      “See ya, girl.” Maggie waved.

      “Bye.” Kayleigh rolled up the window and drove away, thinking of Aaron’s lips pressed against her cheek again.

      You really are incredible.

      Aaron needed to relax. She needed to relax. Sex helped people relax, didn’t it?

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      She pulled to the side of the road, fearing it might be an emergency about Izzie. The text was from Aaron.

      AARON: Just found out what Hot Tub Hockey is. I’m a surgeon. I’m good with my hands.

      Kayleigh laughed.

      KAYLEIGH: You can’t use your hands.

      AARON: Even better. Boys vs. girls?

      The thought of seeing Aaron in board shorts, or less, was even better.

      KAYLEIGH: You’re on.
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      Aaron entered Canyon Creek Medical Clinic, the chime of the front door a familiar reminder of his youth.

      The small waiting area was nearly filled to capacity. When he entered, the entire room went quiet for two seconds as they surveyed him, then quickly went back to their own business of waiting.

      Doc Olson’s clinic had always been busy, but Aaron had never seen it this packed.

      “Can I help you?” a young woman behind the receptionist counter asked.

      He noticed the interior had changed. Doc must have knocked down an exam room to accommodate the expanded waiting area. And instead of a large oak desk, a long counter lined the right side of the room.

      “Excuse me?” the woman asked again.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m—”

      “Aaron Sumner!” a familiar woman’s voice hollered from somewhere behind the counter.

      “Mrs. Olson?”

      Aaron saw her beehive hair before he saw Doc’s wife. She was older now, a little heavier, but she still wore that warm smile that made patients feel at ease.

      “Well, I declare,” she said, swatting at her leg. Before he could acknowledge her, she slipped around the corner and was gone. He was about to ask where she’d gone when a side door opened, and she reappeared, arms opened wide.

      “It is so good to see you,” she exclaimed, clamping her small arms around him in a bear hug, the feel of which far exceeded her small size.

      “Hello, Mrs. Olson,” Aaron said, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. “It’s great to see you, too.”

      “Oh, Glen will be so excited to see you. He’s in with a patient right now but he should be out soon. Come, come, I’ll take you back to his office.”

      Aaron smiled at the familiarity of his home town. In Chicago he was just another number, a doctor climbing the professional ladder. But in Canyon Creek he was something more.

      “Dr. Aaron,” a smiling voice said beside him.

      Aaron glanced down and saw Izzie. She looked better than she had a day ago but she still looked tired and worn out.

      “Hey, Izzie,” he said, squatting down beside her. “How are you feeling?”

      She smiled, shyly. “Okay.”

      “How’s Miss Beezus feeling?”

      Izzie glanced down at her doll and stroked back the bear’s hair. “Better,” she whispered.

      “Oh, that’s great news.”

      “Are you gonna look in my throat again?” she asked.

      Aaron’s gaze went from Izzie to Mrs. Olson.

      “Her strep culture came back negative, so Glen is sending a culture out and we wanted to check her tonsils before he prescribed antibiotics.”

      Aaron nodded in understanding. Many doctors were quick to prescribe antibiotics. For some people, their bodies became resistant to their affects because they’d been prescribed needlessly too many times. He was thankful Doc Olson erred on the side of caution. He always had.

      “The prodigal son returns,” a robust, high-pitched voice called from the door leading down to the exam rooms. Aaron didn’t have to look up to see it was Fiona Thompson, Doc Olson’s nurse, and Mrs. Olson’s sister. They’d been in practice together for over thirty years, almost as long as Aaron had been alive.

      “I don’t know if I’d say prodigal.” Aaron winced at the term. When he’d left Canyon Creek to pursue medicine, he’d always had the intent to return one day to bring his knowledge back  to his small community. Somewhere along the way, his path had changed.

      “Well, come on. I know Doc will want to see you.”

      “I was going to take him to Glen’s office,” Mrs. Olson said.

      “Sounds good,” Fiona said. “We’ve got a packed house, as you can tell.” She waved her arm around the waiting area. “If you loiter out here much longer, someone might grab you and put you to work.”

      All eyes were on them now and Aaron couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious. “Is this usual?”

      “Not every day,” Fiona said, “but Doc was out in the surrounding areas yesterday on an emergency call, so we had to reschedule all these people. Means he’s double booked today.”

      Aaron nodded, trying to shove away his feelings of guilt. There was a time when he thought he’d be here helping Doc Olson but he’d chosen a different path of medicine.

      “I can come back some other time,” Aaron said.

      “Nonsense,” Fiona grabbed him by the elbow.

      “She may even put you to work,” Mrs. Olson said as she ushered him through the doorway.

      Aaron laughed nervously. He’d only done one rotation in family medicine. It had been after his rotation in cardiology where he’d instantly fallen in love with the heart. By that time, all thoughts of returning to Canyon Creek had slipped his mind. He’d always thought being able to be the best cardio thoracic surgeon would help him do more good, save more lives. Looking around the packed waiting area, he wasn’t so sure.

      The room was filled with people of all ages and he assumed all sorts of illness, from mild to severe.

      “He’s not licensed to practice in Colorado,” Fiona said.

      “Actually,” Aaron said, “I am.”

      “How’d you manage that?” Fiona asked.

      “I’m part of the Interstate Medical Licensure Compact,” he said  “I applied shortly after I passed the boards. It allows me to do tele-med services with other physicians around the country.”

      “Hmph,” Mrs. Olson said. “You’re never too old to learn new things I guess.”

      “Besides,” a deep voice rang behind them. “It would only take him sixty days to get a Colorado medical license, if he needed one. Barring any malpractice suits that is.”

      Aaron turned at the husky voice of his youth.

      Dr. Glen Olson, his mentor and friend.

      “Aaron, it’s good to see you.”

      Aaron stuck out his hand, but Doc Olson grabbed it and tugged him into a bear hug just like his wife had.

      “That’s Dr. Sumner to you, Glen,” Mrs. Olson said.

      “Well, yes, I suppose you’re right, Bernie. Dr. Sumner.” Doc Olson stood back and eyed Aaron with pride. “I always seem to forget.”

      “Aaron is fine, Doc.” Aaron smiled, shaking his hand.

      Fiona pushed passed them both. “Sorry, Doc, but this will have to be a short visit. Thanks to the emergency yesterday, you’ve still got a packed house.”

      “Would you like to stay and assist, for old times’ sake?” Mrs. Olson asked.

      Was she serious? Aaron had volunteered at the clinic for several years as a teen. He realized after he’d gone to medical school that Doc Olson had allowed him to do a lot more than most kids his age, sometimes more than he should have. Still, Aaron had always appreciated his confidence in Aaron’s ability to figure things out on his own.

      Doc Olson raised a brow, much like he did when Aaron was a boy and he wanted his opinion on a diagnosis. “What do you say, Doc Sumner? You up for the challenge?”

      Aaron thought about what waited for him at the lodge. Half-crazed brides, full-crazed mothers of brides…Yeah, the clinic seemed a much better option.

      “Let’s do it,” he said, rolling up his sleeves.

      “Bernie, get him a white coat.”

      Aaron’s mouth fell open. Sure, he’d worn the illustrious coat for years now but this…being ceremoniously presented the physicians coat by Doc Olson. Well, for some reason being presented with this white coat, by his mentor and friend, somehow meant more to Aaron than he’d ever imagined.

      “You serious?” Aaron asked.

      “As a heart attack. And since you’re a top-notch cardio thoracic surgeon,” he nudged Aaron’s shoulder, “I’d say I’m in good hands.”

      “Well then,” Fiona clapped her hands, “let’s get to it.” She pushed back the door and hollered, “Izzie, Manny, come on back.”

      “Here you go, Doctor Sumner,” Mrs. Olson said, handing him a white coat with the Canyon Creek Medical Center logo embroidered on one side and “Dr. Glen Olson, Physician” on the other.

      It didn’t escape Aaron’s attention that there was only one physician in their small town.

      “It’s a spare,” Mrs. Olson said, “in case.”

      She didn’t have to explain what “in case” meant. Getting stains on your clothing mid-shift was part of the job.

      “Thanks,” he said, slipping on the coat over his jeans and buttoned-down shirt.

      “Let’s get you into exam room four, Izzie my dear,” Fiona said, scooting past them as she ushered the young girl down the hall.

      “Is Dr. Aaron gonna see me?” Izzie said, glancing back over her shoulder.

      Fiona stared at Aaron, brows raised.

      He nodded once.

      “Sure is,” Fiona said.

      “Then he can check Beezus, too, like last time. Beezus doesn’t feel well.”

      Aaron watched as Fiona led Izzie and Manny into the exam room. She glanced out the door and gave him a wink.

      “Impressive,” Doc Olson said, sliding up next to him.

      “The coat?” Aaron smoothed over the starched material.

      “No. The fact you were able to touch Beezus. No one can pry that doll out of that little girl’s hands.”

      “It was nothing really.”

      “Oh, it’s something, trust me. It’s the little things that make a great doctor, Aaron.”

      Aaron nodded, remembering Doc Olson’s words from when he was a teen.

      “Now, let’s see if this new doctor can teach an old dog some new tricks,” Doc Olson said, shoving Aaron’s shoulder and leading them down toward the exam room. “It’s like I’ve always said, the man who thinks he knows it all…” Dr. Olson started glancing back at Aaron, waiting for his rote response.

      “…Is the man who still has a lot to learn,” Aaron said, letting the words soak in. Yeah, he still had a lot to learn.

      And part of him wondered if it couldn’t be done right here where it had all started, in Canyon Creek.
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      Kayleigh added two chicken breasts to the hot skillet, listening as meat sizzled in the oil. It was rare she was home in time to actually cook, and even rarer when she had food in the fridge.

      Today she’d had a long day and Shelly had shooed her out of the clinic before she’d been able to dive into paperwork. She was meeting with her accountant next week and she needed to get her books in order. It was depressing to think about that, though.

      Instead, Kayleigh headed home, eager to dive into her newest romance book. Well, it was new to her.

      Paula had found the vintage ’80s romance novel about a rogue pirate and his sexy stowaway—a woman sailing the high seas destined for the United States. Once discovered, she’d been bound and held for ransom by a devilish sea captain, demanding money for her return. When discovered, the captain had been forced to return her safely or face prison. He obeyed, only to find he’d lost more than a captive, he’d lost his heart as well…or so the back cover read. Kayleigh smiled thinking of it.

      She clicked on the wireless speaker on her counter and fumbled with the front pocket of her sweatshirt for her phone. She needed music to cook, and to get her mind off her rising worries over what she was going to do to increase the profit margin at the clinic.

      She didn’t want to leave Canyon Creek, and she didn’t want to raise prices at the clinic. The work was there. She had plenty of clients every day, but things weren’t panning out despite the workload.

      As she slipped the phone from her pocket and prepared to sync up the music, she glanced down at her screen. She’d missed a call from her father while she’d been in surgery that day. That was four hours ago and she still hadn’t checked his voicemail.

      She knew what he wanted. She just wasn’t sure she could give it to him.

      As much as she’d love to see her father and brother, she couldn’t go home. Not yet. The clinic wasn’t making a decent profit. She’d yet to do what she’d set out to accomplish when she left home to attend vet school. She’d wanted to create a viable, sustainable, profitable practice. In time she would. She was committed. But her time was running out. Soon her contract with the American Veterinary Medical Foundation would be over and she’d have to come up with an extra fifteen hundred dollars a month just for her student loans, forget about all the other expenses related to running her vet clinic.

      Her cell phone pinged with a text message.

      AARON: Got plans for dinner?

      She smiled. Aaron was a great distraction.

      KAYLEIGH: I’m cooking, want to come over?

      AARON: I thought you hated cooking.

      KAYLEIGH: I don’t hate it, I just don’t do it very often.

      AARON: What’s the occasion?

      The occasion was she was worn out and cooking had always calmed her. Working in the kitchen with her grandmother on her farm filled Kayleigh with a sense of accomplishment. Her grandmother’s farm was where she had first learned the power of unconditional love found in animals, and in her grandmother.

      KAYLEIGH: I have a few days off.

      AARON: Really?

      Kayleigh had created a co-op of sorts for vets in the area. Once a month they relinquished their pagers for a few days off while someone else took over. The coverage rotated so everyone got a turn.

      This weekend was hers. Barring any major local emergencies, she was off for the next four days. That was, if she could keep people from knocking on her door. Maybe she’d go stay at the bed and breakfast with Lily.

      KAYLEIGH: Really. You coming before I change my mind?

      AARON: Be there in ten.

      Be there in ten? Where was he? He would take longer than that to get to her house from the mountain.

      KAYLEIGH: Where are you?

      AARON: Just leaving the medical clinic.

      He’d been at the medical clinic?

      AARON: Can I bring anything?

      KAYLEIGH: No, just stay dry. It was starting to sprinkle when I left earlier.

      AARON: Ahh, you’re worried about me. That’s so sweet.

      KAYLEIGH: Don’t flatter yourself.

      AARON: See ya in a few.

      Kayleigh found herself smiling again. It had been a while since she’d hooked up with a guy. She’d attended a conference in Denver a few months ago and spent a couple of nights with a medical rep. The sex had been decent, but nothing epic. Nothing like her romance novels, or her battery-operated boyfriend.

      Maybe she should stop reading novels. Maybe she was setting her standards too high.

      She went back to her cooking, flipping the breasts over. Since Aaron was coming, she added a few more vegetables to the pan. She bent over, rummaging in the fridge for salad fixings.

      She was washing and chopping vegetables a few minutes later when her favorite song came on—Eye of the Tiger, by Survivor. Her grandmother had been a huge Rocky fan and Kayleigh had seen every single one at least four times. Even the bad ones at the end of the franchise.

      She kicked the fridge closed, hands filled with veggies as she sang and danced to the song.

      “He’s watchin’ us all with the eyyyye,” she dragged out the note like Survivor’s lead singer, David Bickler, shaking her hips to the drum solo, “of the—”

      “Nice moves,” someone behind her said.

      Kayleigh screamed, dropping a carrot on the floor.

      Annie barked and ran around her feet, licking the carrot.

      “Oh, shit, sorry,” Aaron said.

      He stood in the doorway to her kitchen, his hair dripping wet. Her gaze traveled down his body and she noticed his wet shirt was glued to his chest. A nice, strong, muscular chest.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” she said.

      “And the dog.” Aaron nodded to Annie as he knelt down and picked up the carrot. Annie had licked it before apparently deciding carrots didn’t make the grade with her. “I knocked but you didn’t answer. I heard the music and figured you didn’t hear me.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. She’d thought Aaron Sumner was a sight to behold, but that was when he was dry. Aaron Sumner wet. No words. She shook her head.

      The dog took that moment to notice him and start barking. Some watchdog.

      His eyes met hers but not before taking a long stroll up her bare legs on the way.

      She glanced down. She was wearing an over-sized Texas A&M sweatshirt that nearly covered her barely-there shorts.

      “Annie, be quiet, Aaron’s not a thief.”

      Aaron raised a brow.

      “Are you?”

      “Nope.” He laughed. “What the hell does ‘Gig ’em’ mean?”

      “What?”

      He nodded toward her shirt. “It says Gig ’em.”

      She pulled at the hem of her sweatshirt, thankful the material and her bra were thick enough to hide her puckered nipples. “It’s the saying for my alma mater.”

      “Okay.” He chuckled under his breath.

      “What?” She pointed toward the sink.

      “What does it mean?”

      “It’s an old school thing. It refers to gigging frogs.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She swatted at him. “You’re soaking wet.”

      “Yeah, it started raining harder about half way here. I ran, but it was no use.” He waved his hand up and down his body.

      “Well, go to the bathroom and take off your clothes.”

      Aaron smirked. “Already trying to get me naked, huh?”

      “Whatever.” She shook her head, trying to hold back the real answer. Yes, she would love to see Dr. Aaron Sumner naked.

      He stepped closer. “That’s what I thought.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You want me naked. It’s written all over your face.”

      She twisted, her face flushed, turning on the water to wash the rest of the vegetables. “Bathroom is the first door on the right. There’s a robe on the hook. Bring out your clothes and I’ll put them in the dryer.”

      She heard him chuckle as he walked down the hallway. The door closed and she turned, breathing deep. She needed to get this food on the table before he came back in nothing but a robe. Talk about a distraction.

      She turned her attention back to the chicken and lowered the heat, covering it with a lid. Then she went back to her salad prep, trying to think of anything other than Aaron in her bathroom, stripped down to his boxers.

      “Where should I put these?” His voice came over her shoulder, his breath caressing the skin of her neck.

      She jumped, and goose bumps spread across her skin.

      “Sorry.” His hand latched on to her waist. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She laughed but was surprised by how breathless his words sounded. She was suddenly all nerves, now that he was standing in her kitchen. As much as Kayleigh joked and acted like she was always in control, she worried that maybe he’d say no if she tried to take this further than friendship.

      “Where should I put these?” Aaron asked again.

      Kayleigh turned and took the clothes from his hands, not looking him in the eyes. They were delicious eyes, a mix of green and chocolate brown that she knew she could get lost in. “Let me just pop these in the dryer, then we can eat.”

      “You okay?” he asked.

      Crap, he was trailing behind her.

      “Uh, yeah, I’m good, just…” She knelt down, unable to process her conflicting desires. Sleeping with Aaron would be amazing, she could tell by his strong hands and smart intellect. But sleeping with Aaron could also open up an entire case of worms.

      She opened the dryer and tossed in his wet clothes. She stood, closing the door and letting out a tiny shriek when she turned to find Aaron on her heels.

      “Sorry,” Aaron said, moving closer, pressing her against the dryer.

      Her eyes rolled up and met his. Mistake. His hazel eyes were half-lidded and darker now.

      He pressed in closer, extending his hand behind her. “Probably need to turn it on.”

      She choked out a cough. “What?”

      He stepped back. “The dryer.”

      The dryer. Of course. He wasn’t talking about her, even though she was more turned on than she’d been in…she couldn’t even remember. She took a tentative step toward him.

      The robe was now gaping to the belt at his waist and she could see a small smattering of chest hair across lean, defined pecs. She licked her lips and swallowed hard, slipping her hands inside the terrycloth material.

      His skin felt warm against her palms. Her eyes came up to find his. He tilted his head, and as his eyes focused on her mouth, his tongue licked his bottom lip. Kayleigh was pretty sure she moaned.

      Aaron leaned in, his mouth going to her ear and his warm breath melting her. “Nervous, Kayleigh?”

      A half giggle, half yelp escaped her mouth again and she slipped under his arm and leaned against the dryer. She needed to breathe. Being so close to him wasn’t letting her do that.

      “Chicken’s almost ready,” she said. Yes, food, that would distract him for a few minutes while she got ahold of her nerves.

      She tried to sound casual, like he wasn’t in the process of shaking her once stable foundation. “You hungry?” she asked.

      His hand snaked around her waist, his fingers spread across her stomach, underneath her sweatshirt. “Yeah, I’m hungry,” he growled in her ear.

      Dear God.

      Aaron placed a hand on the dryer on either side of her, framing her in.

      Her eyes locked on his chest which was bare thanks to her too-small robe.

      “Hi,” he said, sliding his other hand around her waist.

      “Hi,” she choked out.

      “You can look at me, Kayleigh.”

      No, she couldn’t. She lifted her gaze until her eyes met his. He smiled, that smirk that marked him as not quite a good guy.

      “I found this on your bathtub,” he said. He held up her new romance book. The cover had a half-naked rogue pirate clasping a nearly bare-chested women on the deck of a ship, long hair waving in the wind.

      Shit. “Give me that.” Kayleigh swiped for the book, but Aaron held it just beyond her reach, laughing.

      “Oh, Dr. Montgomery,” he smirked, releasing her and opening the book, “does the town know about your penchant for sexy pirates and captive maidens?”

      “Shut up.” She swatted his arm and jerked the book from his grasp. “Go sit down if you want to eat tonight.”

      He raised a brow as if answering and her body exploded with fire. Yeah, this was going to be a long dinner.
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      “So,” Kayleigh said, spooning vegetables onto his plate. “How was the clinic today?”

      Aaron eyed the delicious meal in front of him but glanced down when he heard a low growl. Her dog sat at his feet, glaring up at him. “Um, your dog is…”

      “Ignore her. She just wants your food,” she said. “Annie, go. Eat your own food that Lina put out for you.”

      The dog gave one last pouty look but scampered off.

      “Lina Bianchi?”

      “Yeah, she comes over a few times a week to help with my pets when I work late.”

      “It’s not that late tonight.” He glanced up at the clock and noted it wasn’t even six o’clock.

      “She was here when I got home earlier. I thought I’d be working later, but my staff shooed me out at five. It was a first I think.”

      “Being shooed out the door or leaving at five?”

      “Both,” she said, popping a piece of chicken in her mouth.

      Aaron had never been a jealous man but right then, he’d give anything to be that piece of chicken.

      “What?” she asked as she chewed.

      “It’s funny,” he said.

      She swallowed and Aaron’s attention was drawn to her throat. God, he had to stop this. If he kept fantasizing about her, he’d be answering her questions with nothing more than grunts and groans.

      “Earth to Aaron,” she called.

      “Oh, sorry.” He focused on her face, which was another mistake. Kayleigh Montgomery was beauty-queen gorgeous with an hour-glass figure sure to drive any man wild, including him. “It’s just…funny.”

      “What?” She took a long swallow of water and again he was losing the battle to tame his dick.

      When he’d seen her dancing around in her short shorts earlier, her blonde hair bobbing from side to side, toned legs flexed, he’d damn near came in his pants, despite how drenched he’d been from the rain.

      He didn’t know why he was trying to talk himself out of an affair with Kayleigh. She seemed like she might be willing and okay with short term. What could it hurt to blow off a little steam, relieve stress?

      “Are you ever going to tell me what’s so funny or are you going to sit there with that sappy-ass look on your face.”

      Aaron shook his head to rid himself of the sexual fog. What had he been about to say?

      She sat up straight in her chair, dabbing the edges of her lips with her napkin.

      “I was going to say that it’s funny that sometimes you can act so refined, like now, cutting your vegetables and sitting up so straight, and then other times you talk with a mouth full of chicken or say foul things.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe it’s all the animals rubbing off on me.” She grinned down at her dog. “You’re a bad influence, Annie.”

      ”You said you were raised in Boston.”

      “Mm hm.”

      “I did a rotation at Mass General.”

      Kayleigh stiffened.

      “Something wrong?” He didn’t know what he could have said to get that response.

      “It’s a popular hospital. Especially for students at Boston University,” she said. Her answer was curt, as if to tell him not to expect more. “Does my foul language bother you?”

      “Not at all. You’re forgetting, I grew up with five brothers. Do you get your dirty words from your books or do you have five brothers too?”

      “Shut it.” She tossed her napkin at him. “Are you going to answer my question about the clinic?”

      “It was amazing, actually.”

      “You sound surprised,” she said.

      “I guess I kind of am. I’m used to the fast-paced adrenaline rush of a big city hospital.”

      “I know, right? It’s totally different here.”

      “Did you work in a big vet hospital before?”

      “Well, yes, us pet doctors have to do internships, too. I spent a year in San Diego working at a small animal hospital and even did a rotation at the San Diego Zoo.”

      “Oh, wow,” he said, totally impressed. “You didn’t like the monkeys?”

      “Working in a big city had never been my goal.”

      “What was your goal?”

      “This,” she said with no hesitation. “Running a small-town vet clinic.”

      “Seriously?”

      She scowled. “Yes. Why?”

      Aaron shrugged, reaching for the salt shaker. As he grasped it, his hand began to tremble. He quickly drew it back, but he could see that Kayleigh was watching him. He would bet she’d seen it.

      “What was your goal when you went to med school?” She asked as if she hadn’t just witnessed anything out of the ordinary.

      “Honestly?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “I wanted to run a small-town medical clinic.”

      She raised a curious brow. “Like the one in Canyon Creek?”

      “Actually, I wanted to run the clinic in Canyon Creek,” he said, tossing his napkin onto his plate.

      “Huh,” she said, leaning forward. “So, what happened?”

      “I really don’t know.” He shook his head, trying to remember when his plans had changed. He couldn’t pinpoint a specific time.

      “You fell in love with the lure of the city and the specialty?”

      He glanced up and stared at her blue eyes that seemed to see straight through him.

      She frowned. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I get it, Aaron. I don’t judge you.”

      “What do mean?”

      “To someone who doesn’t grow up around big city hospitals, I think it can be addicting when you work at one. It’s easy to develop a God complex.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just what happens.”

      Aaron struggled not to get defensive and lash out, but it was hard. As much as she said she wasn’t judging him, it sure as hell felt like she was. “You said growing up around big city hospitals. Is that what you did?”

      She sat back in her chair and blew out a heavy breath. “Yeah,” she said, as if it pained her.

      “In Boston?” he said, asking the obvious.

      “My father was Chief of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery at Mass General.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” She stood and began clearing the table.

      “And, let me guess,” he said, standing to help her. “Your father didn’t like that you wanted to be a pet doctor.”

      “Something like that,” she said, walking to the kitchen and dropping the plates into the sink.

      He leaned around her and dropped his own dish in the sink.

      She turned to face him. “So, what’s your story, big city doc?”

      “Oh no,” he laughed, taunting her with a shake of his finger, “we’re not done with you, princess.”

      “Princess?” She wrinkled her nose.

      “Come on, your dad was a bigwig at Mass General, you grew up in Boston.”

      “So that makes me a princess?”

      “You came from money, didn’t you?”

      “Does it matter?” She scooted around him and began cleaning the dishes.

      Aaron grabbed a dish towel and dried each dish as she finished. “Of course not.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she said, not meeting his gaze.

      “I know.”

      “You liked working at the medical clinic today?” she asked.

      He noticed the change in topic, but he let her get away with it. This time.“Yeah, I really did. I used to work with Doc Olson when I was a teenager. He’s the one who pushed me to go to med school.”

      “Did he ask you to come back?”

      “He never asked, but I always thought I would. Then, like you said, the lure of the big city called me. And then, I fell in love.”

      Kayleigh stilled. “With a girl?”

      He couldn’t help but smile at the edge in her voice. “No. With the heart. It’s a fascinating organ. Once I started working in cardiology, studying with the specialists and the attendings, it was like an addiction. You know?”

      She handed him another dish and nodded. “Yeah, I do.” She turned to face him. “Can I ask you something?”

      He dried the last plate and swiveled her way. “Sure.”

      “Why are you really here, Aaron?”

      He swallowed hard and dropped the dish towel next to the sink. “Would you be mad if I said I wasn’t ready to talk about it?”

      “Does it have anything to do with the tremor I’ve seen?”

      Shit.

      “I’m a doctor too, Aaron. Maybe just a pet doctor, but I know neurology.” She took his hand and led him into the living room. She sat down on the sofa, one leg tucked underneath her as her dog plopped in her lap.

      Aaron begrudgingly went with her, not sure how much to tell her. He wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

      When his phone rang in his pocket, he grabbed onto the distraction, pulling it out to see a Chicago area code. “I need to take this,” he said.

      “Sure, I’ll just go check on your clothes.”

      He watched as her firm ass walked out of the room and had to adjust himself in his boxer briefs.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “I’m trying to reach Dr. Aaron Sumner.”

      “This is he.”

      “Oh, hi, Dr. Sumner, this is Theresa Vilmer from Northwestern Hospital’s Rehabilitation Services. Dr. Henshaw wanted me to follow up on your physical therapy he prescribed. Our records show you’re not currently seeing any therapist here.”

      “I’m not in Chicago right now.”

      “Oh, all right. Is there an office or therapist we should fax your prescription to? He’s ordered—”

      “I know what he’s ordered, and no. That won’t be necessary. I’m doing my own rehab.” He was silent for several seconds. “Tell Dr. Henshaw I’m doing just fine.”

      “Well, all right then. I’ll just have him follow-up—”

      “He doesn’t need to follow up with my PT. I’ll let him know if I need anything. Thanks for calling.” He hit the end button and stood, his hand shaking.

      Fuck. He turned and ran into Kayleigh.

      “Sorry,” she said in that soothing tone that implied sympathy not apology. She stared up at him, her lips curled in a sad smile.

      God, he hated sympathy most of all.

      “Your, uh, clothes are dry.” Her gaze fell to the clothes in her hands.

      “Thanks.” He grabbed them and headed toward the bathroom. This night was officially ruined. And his future was more unknown than ever. Dr. Henshaw was the best in his field, he knew PT would most likely never help. The man was trying to placate him which pissed Aaron off even more.

      One lingering question knotted his stomach with fear, burning him from the inside out. It was time he faced facts. All the therapy in the world would never put him back in the operating room. So where did that leave him now?
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      Kayleigh sat in her bed, replaying the events of the evening. Aaron had rushed off after receiving his cryptic phone call with no explanation. She knew something was going on with him physically. There was no way a man with his drive and ambition would have willingly walked away from such a prestigious fellowship at Northwestern Hospital.

      She reached for her paperback book but realized it was in the kitchen where Aaron had left it. The entire situation had been quite embarrassing. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of her romance books, but it was somewhat like a dirty secret.

      A dirty secret that a super-hot man had discovered.

      Before she could get out of bed to grab her book, her cell phone pinged with a text message. She glanced down and saw it was from Lina in their group chat with Lily. They’d had one before that included Maggie but now she was off and married and not nearly as ready to party as the three of them were.

      LINA: Hey sorry guys but I can’t go rock climbing tomorrow.

      Well, shit. It wasn’t often Kayleigh got a few days off and she loved rock climbing. She’d fallen in love with it when Grady O’Halloran took her when she first moved to Canyon Creek. He owned O’Halloran’s Outdoor Adventure Store and seemed to be hellbent on never letting anyone say no to adventure. At first, she thought something might be there between them, but it quickly became apparent she and Grady were more like siblings than anything else.

      Kayleigh was good at scaling rock formations, but there was no way she would ever go alone. At least she still had Lily. Maybe. Lily could be quite girly-girl when she wanted to be. She was a natural athlete but she didn’t always act on it.

      KAYLEIGH: Hope everything is okay.

      LINA: Nothing major. Bev just asked me to fill in at the boutique. Her grandkid is sick and her daughter has to work.

      It always amazed Kayleigh how many part-time jobs Lina held in their town. She didn’t know how Lina found the time to feed Kayleigh’s animals when Kayleigh worked late.

      Her phone pinged again and Kayleigh noted that Lily had now responded.

      LILY: Oh, that’s terrible, girl. I can’t go either though. Sorry K.

      Great, there went an afternoon of recreational fun.

      KAYLEIGH: That’s okay. Hope everything is all right with you, too.

      LILY: Yeah, it’s fine, just have three weddings back to back on Saturday, and two feuding mothers-of-the-bride who arrive tomorrow morning.

      Lily worked as the event coordinator for Aaron’s family’s lodge. She was also his cousin, so the business was a family venture all around.

      KAYLEIGH: Oh, jeez. Better you than me.

      LILY: Tell me about it.

      LINA: Should we move Hot Tub Hockey on Saturday night?

      LILY: Hell no! I’m gonna need the hot tub more than ever. I might be late, though. Hope that’s okay.

      LINA: Sounds good

      LILY: Why don’t you guys plan on staying at Mom’s?

      Lily’s mother, Sally, was Aaron’s aunt and lived close to the lodge. The land had been in his family for generations. For a time, Lily had lived in the bed and breakfast that Valerie and John Sumner ran after they’d expanded and built the lodge. But several months ago, Aaron’s brother, Max, had fallen in love with a local girl after he retired from the NFL. They’d married and moved into the old Victorian home and Lily moved in with her mother.

      The ride to Canyon Creek mountain was only five miles, but the roads were winding and sometimes steep. At night they could be treacherous to maneuver. When Kayleigh went to the lodge or the resort for evening fun, she usually stayed with Lily. But now that she lived with her mother it wasn’t nearly as fun.

      KAYLEIGH: We’ll see. Maybe.

      LINA: Want to grab dinner tomorrow night?

      KAYLEIGH: Sounds good.

      LILY: Wish I could but I’ll be tied up all day and night.

      KAYLEIGH: You work too hard.

      LILY: Hi, pot, I’d like you to meet kettle.

      Kayleigh laughed.

      LINA: Well, Saturday night at the hot tub for sure, right?

      LILY: Totally.

      KAYLEIGH: I’m in. I just got a new bathing suit from Bev’s. I’ve been dying to wear it.

      LINA: Oh, hell.

      KAYLEIGH: What?

      LINA: If any single guys show up, they’ll be useless to the rest of us with your body on display.

      LILY: Aaron will be there, right?

      Kayleigh moaned when Lily followed up with a  winking emoji.

      KAYLEIGH: Whatever. Night guys.

      LINA: Enjoy your pirate!

      KAYLEIGH: Fuck you. Enjoy your membership to Porn Hub.

      LILY: Do you seriously have a membership to Porn Hub?

      LINA: No!

      LILY: Oh.

      LINA: Why?

      KAYLEIGH: Oh lord, Lil are you becoming a porn addict?

      LILY: No…just…

      LINA: Have you ever seen porn, Lil?

      LILY: Once. Max rigged Emmett’s laptop to automatically pop up with porn anytime he opened it. I accidentally opened it.

      Kayleigh laughed. They didn’t call Max the notorious bad boy of the NFL for no reason.

      KAYLEIGH: Bet that was…educational.

      LINA: Okay, I promise to show you porn soon. The good kind.

      LILY: You watch it?

      LINA: I’ve seen it. I’m not addicted or anything.

      LILY: Oh, okay.

      LINA: When Kayleigh gets married we’ll have a porn-fest in her living room for her bachelorette party.

      Married? Where the hell had that come from?

      KAYLEIGH: I think I’m the last one who’ll get married.

      LINA: We’ll see. Night bitches!

      LILY: Night.

      She stared down at her phone. Did Lina really think Kayleigh would get married any time soon? Or at all?

      Kayleigh had never really entertained the idea. She’d been too busy getting through school, then building a practice, trying to prove her parents wrong.

      KAYLEIGH: Night guys.

      She plugged in her phone and burrowed down in the covers.

      Annie barked and jumped up on the bed, snuggling in next to her. Sir Jaxie was too much of a snob to be in the bed with the commoners. He sat on top of the bookshelf in the corner, looking down on them.

      Kayleigh laughed. It was amazing how unique each animal could be, not only in species and markings, but in personality, too.

      She was just reaching to turn off her lamp, too worried about Lina’s comment to go fetch her book when her phone pinged with another message. She pulled it off her nightstand and glanced at the screen.

      AARON: Is it too late to call?

      What could he possibly want to talk about? She wasn’t sure, but something told her that even with five brothers and an extended family that could make up the offensive and defensive lines, she was slowly becoming his only confidant.

      KAYLEIGH: No, I’m up.

      She’d barely sent off the text before her cell phone rang.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey,” he replied, his voice quiet, his tone despondent.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I, uh…I just wanted to apologize.”

      She waited, sensing he needed to sort through his thoughts without interruption.

      “For running out on you like I did,” he said. “I was just…”

      “It’s okay. I know you’re busy.”

      “It wasn’t that,” he said.

      “Who was on the phone?” she asked, not sure if he would be honest. A sudden pang of fear hit her in the gut. What if it was a woman, his girlfriend, back in Chicago?

      “My physical therapist’s office.”

      “Physical therapist?”

      “Yeah,” he sighed into the phone.

      “Is it about your hand?”

      He remained silent, and she realized the only way to get him to open up was to open up herself.

      “My dad wants me to come back to Boston,” she said.

      “Why?”

      She sank back into the bed. “Not permanently. Well, maybe permanently, but that’s not what I was talking about.”

      “You’re confusing me.”

      She laughed. “Sorry.”

      “Your dad wants you back in Boston. Why?”

      “My brother is getting married.”

      “You have a brother?” he asked.

      Sometimes she forgot that no one knew about her life outside of Canyon Creek. She’d worked hard to be as vague as possible when moving to the small town three years ago.

      “Yeah, I have one brother. Not as crazy as your family.” She laughed, but inside she was pained by her small family. Her father had rarely been home and her mother had driven Kayleigh mad putting her in finishing schools, working to make her into the high-society debutante she wanted her to be. And then there was her brother. They’d been close, but after what happened with Kayleigh and his best friend, things were never the same again.

      Was it any wonder she escaped to her grandmother’s house in Texas every summer?

      “I bet it was a lot quieter, that’s for sure,” Aaron said.

      She heard rustling. “Where are you?”

      “In bed. Where are you?”

      “In bed.”

      “Nice,” he said. “With a book?”

      “Actually, I was just on my way to get it when you called.”

      “Go get it.”

      “Why?”

      He laughed and Kayleigh noted how nice it sounded. “I want you to read me a bedtime story.”

      She snorted. “No way.”

      “Why? I know you’re prone to talk like a sailor. You probably have three vibrators in your bedside table drawer.”

      Try four, she was about to pop out, but caught herself. It was a lonely town. A girl had to do what a girl had to do.

      “Dude, you have more than three don’t you?” He chuckled. “Holy hell, Dr. Montgomery, what will your patients think?”

      “Thankfully my patients can’t speak.”

      “True.” He laughed. “So how many?”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “Okay, then, what are you wearing?”

      “I’m not answering that either.”

      “Do you have on those sweet-as-sin short shorts from earlier?”

      She did. “Maybe.”

      “Are you still wearing that sexy sweatshirt?”

      “You think my A&M sweatshirt is sexy?”

      “Hell, yeah I do,” he said. “I know the hot little body that’s underneath. It’s like the wrapper on your favorite candy bar. You just can’t wait to take it off and get to the inside.”

      Kayleigh sucked in a breath.

      “How many?” he asked.

      She swallowed. “How many what?”

      “Vibrators. Dildos. Pleasure sticks.”

      “Aaron!” she shouted.

      He chuckled and the sound traveled to her aching breasts. She glanced down at her sheer tank top, not surprised to see her nipples hard as ice.

      “Are you always that blunt?”

      “First,” he laughed, “you’re one to talk. Second, I’m a doctor who’s done rotations in the ER many times.”

      “Oh, God,” Kayleigh covered her eyes. “I can only imagine what you’ve seen.”

      “Not pretty.” He paused so long Kayleigh thought he’d disconnected. “But you know what is?” He finally said in a low, husky voice.

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “Watching you work at the Rutherford Ranch the other day. It was like a dance the way you waltzed in and took over everything.”

      Well, she hadn’t expected that. “Thank you.”

      “But it didn’t escape my attention that you won’t ask for help or accept it when it’s offered.”

      “I do, too.” She didn’t and she knew it.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I like an independent woman.”

      Kayleigh’s temperature was rising and it had nothing to do with desire. “I do ask for help.”

      “When was the last time?”

      She thought back and was surprised she couldn’t think of an example.

      It took longer than she’d like, but she did find one. “Oh, oh,” she said, proud of her discovery, “I asked Paula for help just the other day.”

      “Paula Sloane, from the bookstore?”

      “Yes.”

      “Doesn’t count,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you probably asked her to help you get one of my mommy porn books from the top shelf, you’re so small.”

      As mad as she wanted to be, part of her had to laugh because that was indeed what she’d asked Paula for.

      “So read it to me. That book must have been pretty damn good for you to ask for help.”

      “Screw you, Aaron Sumner.”

      “That’s Dr. Sumner to you. Or Captain Sumner, pirate prince of the sea, if you prefer.”

      “Wait, how did you know that’s what they call him?”

      Aaron laughed. “I may have read the back cover. I’m intrigued now.”

      “Whatever. I’m not reading it to you.”

      “Do you think Paula would order me the same book?”

      “Probably.”

      “I’ll just borrow yours,” he said. She could hear the smile in his voice.

      “It may take me awhile to finish.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have to extend my stay.”

      “How long are you staying?” she asked, trying to keep the hopefulness from her voice.

      “I’m not sure.”

      There was a long pause and Kayleigh was just about to speak when Aaron broke in.

      “I forgot how much I like being home.”

      “So does that mean you’re staying longer?” She didn’t want to think about the fact that she was holding her breath for his answer.

      “I’m still not sure. I came for some rest and relaxation.”

      “Helping out at the med clinic today couldn’t have helped with that.”

      “Actually, it did,” he said. “Working with Doc Olson, seeing so many different types of patients with all kinds of ailments—I don’t know, it was really exciting for me.”

      “And cardio thoracic surgery hasn’t been?”

      “It has. I mean, it is, I love it, but…”

      She didn’t ask any more questions, mainly because it wasn’t her place to. But she hoped he would want to talk to her. She sensed he needed to talk about this.

      For now, she gave him an out, switching gears. “If you need rest and relaxation I’m looking for a climbing partner tomorrow. Both of mine crapped out on me and I hate wasting my days off.”

      “Yeah, I can see where dangling fifty feet in the air would help me relax.”

      She laughed. “Okay, smarty pants. What is your idea of rest and relaxation?”

      “Sex.”

      Kayleigh coughed out a laugh. “I’m afraid your pickings here in Canyon Creek are pretty slim.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Mrs. Parker is still rocking the bun.”

      “The town librarian?”

      “That’s her. Librarians are sexy.”

      “She’s got to be at least eighty.”

      “Love does not discriminate against the elderly, my friend.”

      “So you’re saying you’re totally okay with her wrinkly skin and boobs that probably hang down to her belly button.”

      “Saves me time.”

      “Time from what?” she asked.

      “Well, if her breasts are already half way to the promised land then—”

      “Oh, dear God, stop.” Kayleigh gagged.

      “Sorry.” He laughed.

      He didn’t sound sorry in the least.

      “You got that book yet?” he asked.

      She shook her head but found herself throwing back the covers. “Fine, I’ll get it.” She walked into the kitchen and grabbed the book, making her way back to the bedroom. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

      “Start at the beginning.”

      “But I’m almost halfway done.”

      “Tough. The longer it takes you to read, the longer I get to stay with you.”

      Her heart ached and swelled. Was it cheesy to think it was good he was a cardiologist because he’d just melted her heart? Yeah, it totally was. She couldn’t help but smile.

      She cleared her throat and burrowed into the covers. “Chapter one.”

      “No, no, no.”

      “What?”

      “Start at the very beginning.”

      “I did,” she said, confused.

      “No, I mean start with the title.”

      “Oh, good God. Seriously, you’re going to make me say it.”

      “Yep.” He chuckled.

      She drew in a deep breath and released it as she spoke. “Captivated by the Pirate by Rosalee Howard. Happy now?”

      “Not yet. But after hearing a few chapters read in your husky voice, I’m going to be.”

      Kayleigh smiled to herself, thinking of Aaron tucked away, listening to her read a dirty book. “Could this be considered relaxing?”

      “Oh, definitely. Although I’m pretty sure here in a few minutes things are going to become awfully painful.”

      She silently moaned, thinking of Aaron growing hard.

      “But hey, that’s what I have you for, right?”

      Kayleigh remained silent for a long moment. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a doctor. You can examine me, cure what ails me, right?”

      She laughed and shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. She burrowed down deeper in her covers, anticipation taking over. “Chapter one.”
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      Aaron held the door as Kayleigh walked into O’Halloran’s. She’d called ahead to reserve the equipment they’d need for rock climbing.

      When Aaron had been growing up on the mountain, he and his brothers had scaled their side of the rock face all the time and had their own gear. Now, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d scaled anything, let alone the side of the mountain. His brother had assured him it was like riding a bike—it would come back to him.

      “Oh, hey, Kayleigh.” Grady O’Halloran smiled behind the counter and Aaron felt a pang of annoyance with the guy. Not that there was anything wrong with Grady saying hello to Kayleigh.

      “Hey, Grady, how’s it going?” Kayleigh’s face lit up like a Christmas tree as she batted her eye lashes.

      What the fuck? Had these two been an item in the past and he wasn’t aware? He should have asked Ben or Emmett. They would have known.

      “Hey, Aaron.” Grady stepped around the corner and grasped his hand. “Long time no see, man.”

      Grady fit the shop to a tee. He was tanned and wore cargo shorts and a company T-shirt that was probably a little tighter than it needed to be. Aaron would bet the outfit worked for him. The guy looked right surrounded by mountain bikes, climbing gear, and ski equipment.

      “Yeah, it’s been a while. I think my father’s funeral, but probably years before that.” Aaron grasped Grady’s hand and squeezed it a little tighter than necessary. Hell, Kayleigh was bringing out the worst in him at the moment, but he didn’t care.

      “I’m really sorry about your father’s passing.”

      Aaron knew that his father had been larger than life in their small town. The Sumner family owned a large business here and his father had served on the town council several years. He had no doubt that his father was missed, for a multitude of reasons. Aaron felt his heart squeeze with an ache he knew would never fully ease.

      “You okay?” Kayleigh asked quietly, squeezing his arm.

      He glanced down at her blue eyes. They were so sincere that he had to turn his head. He hated her thinking he was weak.

      “Yeah, I’m good, thanks. So what about our equipment?” he asked, changing the subject. The last thing he wanted was a pity party.

      “Yep.” Grady smiled. Damn, the guy could probably get a gig modeling outdoor gear.  “It’s all right here. Let’s see.” Grady pulled out each piece of equipment. “We’ve got harnesses for each of you and shoes. Kayleigh, I know your size, but Aaron I was guessing at yours so I’ll need you to try things on. I’ll grab your ropes and carabiners, for you.”

      “Oh, thanks so much, Grady.” Kayleigh beamed as if the guy had given her a new dirty book.

      “When are you going to buy your own equipment, Kayleigh Jo?” Grady asked.

      Kayleigh Jo? Was that her middle name? And if so, why the hell was Grady calling her that like they were old friends or something? A stab of irritation poked his gut.

      “I don’t know,” Kayleigh said, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder. “I don’t get to climb enough to buy it. Plus, I like coming in to see you.”

      Oh, hell. Was she really flirting with this guy right in front of him?

      “Looks like we’ve got everything,” Aaron said. “I’m sure the shoes are fine. You ready, Kayl?” He shortened her name as though it was some special nickname between the two of them. What the hell was wrong with him?

      Without waiting, he scooped up the equipment, carefully balancing it in both hands as he scooted her out with his body.

      “Put it on my bill, will you Grady?” she called over her shoulder.

      “Will do!”

      Kayleigh waved and smiled like she was in a fucking parade.

      Against his better judgment Aaron turned around.

      Grady O’Halloran had the biggest shit eating grin on his face and was waving right back. Prick.

      “See ya, Aaron. Tell your mom I said hello. And thanks for the business.”

      Grady ran the events side of O’Halloran’s Outdoor Adventure Store, running sled dog and ski excursions in the winter and mountain biking, rafting, and camping trips in the summer. Aaron’s mother often recommended their excursions to guests of the lodge.

      “Yeah. Sure. Will do, man.” Aaron bumped Kayleigh the rest of the way out of the store. She stumbled over the threshold.

      “What are you doing?” She shoved at him.

      “Time’s a wasting. We need to get to the mountain before the sun gets over to the other side.”

      She raised a curious brow. “Uh huh. Sure.”

      “Help me with this stuff.” Aaron fumbled with all the equipment.

      “I thought you wanted to be the big strong man in there and carry everything.”

      “Whatever,” he grumbled. “Grab a helmet or something before I drop all this shit and you have to pay for it.”

      Kayleigh chuckled but did as he asked. They made their way to her Jeep and tucked everything inside, then headed up the road that would take them to the area people called the Rock Face. He didn’t know why anyone hadn’t ever come up with a better name than that.

      “What’s got you in a snit this morning?” Kayleigh asked.

      What had gotten him in a snit was the fact he’d had to sleep all night with a raging hard-on. Kayleigh had read several pages from her romance novel, and shit, it was hot. By the time they’d hung up, he had to take a cold shower. Not that it had done any good. It had been a long night.

      And now he was being a jealous ass.

      “Hey,” Kayleigh nudged his leg. “Seriously, you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry about that.”

      “What happened?”

      He shook his head. There was no fucking way he was going to tell her he was jealous. “Nothing, it’s just been a while since I’ve been climbing.”

      She squeezed his leg. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He wasn’t so sure that was true. He was beginning to feel like this woman could get at him in ways no other woman had.

      Kayleigh pulled down the road leading to his family’s land. They would park there and hike out to the rock face. “Wow, looks like the lodge is packed. Lily said there was a big wedding this weekend. That’s why she couldn’t come climbing.”

      Aaron felt guilty. He really needed to check in with his family and see what he could do to help. But it wasn’t often Kayleigh was off for an entire day and he didn’t want to waste it. The lodge would be there tomorrow.

      She maneuvered her Jeep through to the private roads that headed toward the mountain. This land was all owned by his family.

      “How long has it been since you climbed?” she asked.

      “Several years. Me, Grant, and Max came one time when we were all home for my mother’s birthday a few years back.”

      She threw the Jeep into park and slipped out, beating him to the back of the Jeep. “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way, probably about a mile or two? You okay with that?”

      Aaron rolled his eyes. Was he okay with that? Before he could answer he noticed Kayleigh had lifted a lot of the equipment. “Here, let me take that.”

      “It’s okay.” She hoisted the ropes higher on her shoulders. “I can get it.”

      “Damn, you’re stubborn.”

      “I am not.”

      “You’ve never let me help with anything. I think your favorite line is, ‘I’ve got it.’ You sure know how to emasculate a man.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. “Okay, here.” She tossed all the equipment on the ground. “You want to carry it all, be my guest. I was just trying to help.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Nothing,” he mumbled. There was no way he wanted to get into this now.

      “No, seriously, I want to know what you mean.”

      Aaron settled the equipment on his shoulders and headed down the trail, determined not to say any more.

      “Aaron!” she shouted, running to catch up with him. She yanked on his T-shirt. “What did you mean?”

      He drew in a deep breath and released an audible sigh as he turned to face her. “It just means that sometimes when you think you’re helping someone, you’re actually hurting them. Sometimes people need to feel like they’re useful and they can’t do that if you won’t let them in.”

      Her eyes seemed to focus on something beyond him as she tried to make sense of what he’d just said.

      He readjusted the equipment and began ascending the mountain, headed toward the rock face.

      “I guess you’re right,” she said quietly, falling into step beside him. “I never thought of it like that.”

      “I’m always right.” He glanced down at her with a smirk.

      She turned to stare up at him. “Shut up.” She hit his arm with her shoulder. “Damn, you’re rock solid, dude.”

      He watched her eyes roam over his body in an appreciative way that had him struggling to keep certain parts of his body in check.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Jeez, when was the last time you said that?” He chuckled. Knowing Kayleigh, he would guess it had been awhile.

      “I say I’m sorry sometimes.”

      He laughed louder.

      “I really would like to help you,” she said. “Can I take some of the equipment for you?”

      They were less than half way where they needed to be but Aaron wasn’t feeling the hike yet. He wasn’t too proud to accept her help. “Sure,” he said, passing off the harnesses and one of the lengths of rope. He still carried the majority of the equipment, but she seemed appeased.

      He watched as she balanced the equipment on her small shoulders and arms, surprised by her strength.

      She read his mind. “I pick up 150-pound Malamutes, calves, colts and sometimes momma pigs. I’m stronger than I look.”

      “Obviously.” He nodded. But something told him Kayleigh wasn’t as strong as she wanted everyone to think she was. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Is your middle name really Jo?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Grady called you Kayleigh Jo.”

      She laughed. “Now I see what’s going on. You were jealous of Grady O’Halloran.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” He answered a little too quickly.

      “Yes, yes you were. And that’s why you were in a bad mood.”

      “Whatever.” Aaron shook off her comment even though she was right.

      “No. My middle name isn’t Jo.”

      Aaron looked down at her. “Then why does he call you that?”

      “Beats me,” she said.

      “So what is your middle name?”

      “I’ll tell you…if….” She paused, her eyes wide.

      “If what?”

      “If you can beat me to the rock face.”

      Aaron glanced in front of them at the path leading to the spot by the creek where the mountain provided a sheer face ready to challenge anyone willing to try to make it to the top. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s still like a mile away.”

      "Are you afraid, little girl?” She taunted him.

      He glanced from her to the trail and without another word, took off in a sprint. This girl might be little, but she was fast, and there was no way in hell he was letting her beat him to that rock face.
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      Aaron slid to a stop at the base of the mountain, the rock climbing equipment falling to the ground as he bent over and grabbed his thighs. His lungs burned and it was hard to draw in air.

      Behind him he heard the soft footfalls of a woman who was ten times stronger than he’d ever thought. Well, maybe he’d known she’d been strong emotionally, but he didn’t know she had the physical strength to match it. He should have realized it, though, after seeing her in action out at the ranch.

      He turned to glance at her.

      She waltzed toward him without a care, her breathing steady with just a glow of perspiration beading her forehead.

      He didn’t comment on the fact she wasn’t breathing hard. And it wasn’t entirely because he was holding back. As he put his hands on his hips and walked in a circle to cool down, he had to admit to himself that it had more to do with the fact that he was too busy trying to catch his breath to talk.

      He’d beat her to the rock face but it had cost him to do it.

      “Marie,” she said, gently placing the equipment on the ground and sorting through it.

      “What?” Aaron heaved in and out but stood, hoping his breathing would even out quickly. This was more embarrassing than the time Amy Cho beat him in the 100-meter dash in middle school.

      “I said, Marie,” she repeated. “My middle name is Marie.”

      “Oh.” He stared up at the sky, barely visible through the outcropping of trees. “That’s pretty. Kayleigh Marie. Better than Kayleigh Jo.”

      “Need help?” She laughed as he studied one of his knots.

      “No.” Yes, he should have said.

      “Come here.” She grabbed his harness—that laid very near his manhood—and tugged him toward her.

      Despite the warm day and their two-mile trek, he could still smell the light scent of her shampoo wafting through the wind. She smelled like summer, fresh and clean, with the promise of long days and even longer nights.

      She worked quickly, tying ropes and securing his carabiners, walking around to his backside and tugging. She moved to his front and stared up at him. “There you go. All set.”

      She held her arms up, presenting herself to him in surrender. “Do me.”

      Aaron groaned but he didn’t miss the grin on her face as she caught his reaction to her words. She was having fun with this.

      He walked around her petite body, tugging at her gear and inspecting the knots. When he worked his way to her backside he halted, taking in the view.

      “Everything okay back there?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder.

      He looped his fingers through her harness and tugged her toward him. Leaning down, he placed his mouth close to her ear. “Everything looks very good back here.”

      She batted her eyes. “I bet, lover boy. Good try, but we’re climbing today. It’s my day off.”

      He laughed.

      Kayleigh gave him a rueful smile. “I don’t get many of them.” She stepped out of his hold. “I’m just going to climb up to the anchors and make sure they’re secure, then hook up the top ropes.” She pointed to the area off to the left side of the rock face. It couldn’t be called a trail. The area wasn’t a sheer rock wall but it wasn’t an afternoon hike, either.

      Aaron remembered scrambling to the top of the rock face when he was a kid. One of his brothers would always have to crawl up that side to make sure the anchors at the top were secure. Then they’d attach the ropes they needed for the climb and rappel down.

      As kids, they’d fought for who would make the climb to the anchors because it was fun to rappel afterward. Now, he didn’t want Kayleigh to be the one scrambling to the top. No way was he comfortable with her basically crawling on her hands and knees to get to the top. Sure, the trail wasn’t as dangerous as a free climb or anything, but it wasn’t entirely safe.

      “I’ll scramble,” he said, but she had already shouldered the two ropes she would attach to the top anchors and was on her way up the sloped path.

      She turned and studied him like he was crazy. “Why?” she called back down.

      “It’s a rough climb. And it’s not totally safe.”

      She raised a brow.

      “Oh, yes, that’s right. I forgot you’re the queen of independence.”

      “I’m not that bad,” she said.

      He snorted.

      He looked up at the rock face. They would be climbing in successive sections. Each pitch was roughly fifteen to twenty feet apart. Thankfully each one had a place where they could take a break to rest and check their gear.

      In no time, Kayleigh was at the top of the rock face. “Rope!” she yelled, warning him.

      “Ready,” he shouted up to her. Two separate ropes fell to his feet, hanging down the face of the wall where they’d be climbing.

      “Coming down,” she shouted. Before he could acknowledge her, she was repelling at an impressive speed. He must be getting old because her swiftness freaked him out a little. Maybe it was all those years in med school. When he was young, he’d want to be the one flying down that wall. Now, images of broken bodies flashed through his mind from his rotation in the emergency room.

      “Kayleigh,” he shouted in warning, like that would slow her down.

      Less than thirty seconds later she plopped to the ground, dusting herself off. “All set.” She smiled as if she hadn’t just rappelled down the side of a mountain like a government spy.

      “Shit, girl,” he said.

      “What?”

      He shook his head, knowing there was nothing he could say.

      “You ready?”

      “Uh, yeah, I think so.”

      “Want me to go first?” she asked. “It’s probably been a while since you’ve been here. Wait, you do know how to belay right?”

      She was referring to the key person in rock climbing, the one whose job it was to keep proper tension on the rope so the other climber didn’t plummet to their death.

      “Yes,” he answered sarcastically, “How exactly did you think we were going to do this if I didn’t?”

      She shrugged. “Just checking.”

      He paused to look at her. “You’re comfortable belaying me?”

      She scowled. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You’re, um…” Small he wanted to say but stopped his sentence, knowing better than to insinuate she couldn’t do something. Instead he agreed to let her go first. They’d figure out the rest later.

      She raised a brow but lifted the braking device she had hooked to his harness. “The Grigri helps with the added weight,” she said as if hearing his silent concern.

      He knew that. The Grigri would help her lock him into place when she was taking up the slack on his rope. The braking device wasn’t foolproof, though, and he was a lot heavier than her. Not to mention, he had a good five inches on her.

      She glared at him, then pointed to a spot on the rock wall. “I’ve set a low cam to act as a backup in case I drop you.” She turned away grumbling under her breath and he was pretty sure she said something about dropping him on his head.

      He bit down on a grin.

      “Here.” She handed him the equipment to secure to his harness, then fed the rope through the right carabiners and tied off several knots.

      “Don’t trust me?” he asked, smiling.

      She glanced up at him, her blue eyes sparkling in the sunshine peeking through the trees. “There aren’t a lot of people I trust.” The tightness in her voice gave him pause. She always seemed so confident, so sure of herself. It had never occurred to Aaron that she’d been battle scarred.

      She moved from his harness and secured the rope to her own as she went to the rock formation and looked up. “I usually take this route up to the first pitch.” She pointed to the left.

      He followed her gaze.

      “But today I want to try taking this route.” She motioned toward the right to another area. Glancing over her shoulder, she stared up at him. “It’s more challenging.”

      Aaron studied the two routes. ‘More challenging’ was putting it mildly. The trek to the right was a big jump in skill level. Still, he and his brothers had done it years before. There was no reason she couldn’t do it. “I’ve got you,” he said as he positioned himself to belay for her.

      “On belay?” She called out.

      “Belay on,” he said, tightening the rope through the equipment. They went through the safety words all climbers did to ensure everyone was ready.

      “Climbing,” she said, grabbing hold of a crack in the sediment.

      “Climb on.” He watched as she scaled the mountain like a pro.

      “You doing okay down there?” she asked, laughing.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. As his hands went through the steps of taking up her slack so that she would be caught if she fell, he watched her climb, trying to memorize the path she was taking. There was no way he wanted to slip up with Kayleigh watching.

      She stepped over her lead rope, letting it fall behind her. Not a safe way to be when you were on the face of the mountain. If she fell, the rope could flip her upside down as it caught, making a fall that much more dangerous.

      “Your lead rope is behind you Kayleigh.”

      She didn’t look down at him, but he heard the annoyance in her response. “I got it.”

      She stepped to the side and brought her leg back around the right way.

      “Sorry, just trying to help,” he muttered.

      She grunted a response and Aaron had to stop himself from laughing. She was so damned prickly at times.

      She wedged her foot between two huge rocks. The opening was tiny and she didn’t have much hold. She was only fifteen feet from the top of the pitch.

      “You’ve got it,” he shouted at her. “You’re almost—” Before he could finish, she lost her footing and fell.

      Aaron anchored his brake hand to secure the rope, stopping her descent.

      “Dammit!” she yelled. “I almost had it.”

      Because of her position and the shape of the rock face, she didn’t come back to land near the wall. Instead, she hung in mid-air, swinging from the ledge.

      “There’s another ledge just below you. I’ll lower you to it so you can regroup. It’s about ten feet underneath you.”

      “No!” she shouted. “I’ve got this.”

      Aaron watched as she propelled herself. She tried several times to grab the rock face but missed.

      “Kayleigh, let me help. I’ll just lower—”

      “No,” she yelled again. “I can do this.”

      “I know you can,” he said, holding back the frustration. “You can do anything you put your mind to, but sometimes it’s okay to ask for help.”

      She looked down at him, her face puckered with irritation.

      He changed his tone, trying to reach her. Today it was about safety. “I want to help you, Kayleigh.”

      In that moment he realized nothing had ever been truer. Helping her would make him feel good.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      She hesitated, gripping the ropes. “Yes,” she said so quietly he could barely hear it. “I trust you.”

      Her face remained impassive. He could hear the fear in her voice. It was as if she was more afraid of trusting him than plummeting to her death, and at her current height of fifty feet off the ground, that’s what this would mean if things went south.

      “I’m going to lower you down,” he said. “There’s a protrusion about two feet to your right. It’s closer than the ledge above you so I think you’ll be able to grab it.”

      “Yeah,” she said, the determination back in her voice. “Hold on.” She stuck her hand back in her chalk bag. He was sure the earlier fall had her palms sweating. His own heart had been racing during that initial plummet.

      “Okay,” she called down. “I’m ready.”

      Slowly he released the rope, running it back through the braking device until she was just level with the protrusion. She was still dangling in the air and his heart hammered in his chest.

      “Push off with your left foot on the rock face,” he said.

      She did as he instructed and set herself swinging. It was the same move she was trying up above, but with the positioning for this ledge, she would be able to do it more easily.

      “Now, grab the rock with your right hand and stabilize your motion with the left foot.” He watched as she did what he instructed before he continued. “Push up hard with your left foot and there’s another ridge just above your head, to the left. Grab it and you should be okay.”

      He held the rope tight—and held his breath—and watched her work the rock face. Her muscles strained and even from below he could feel her determination.

      “I’ve got it!” she shouted, pulling herself higher. Within a few minutes, she made it to the top.

      “I did it!” she yelled, “Oh, my gosh.” She leaned forward on her knees, breathing hard. “That was super hard. Thank you.”

      He smiled up at her, knowing it had been difficult for her to not only ask for his help, but to take it. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened in her life to make her so fiercely independent.

      “Anytime, princess,” he said. “Anytime.” And he meant it. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to help this pint-sized, independent, beautiful woman, even if he had to fight her to do it.
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      Kayleigh was still cranked from the climb. “Oh, my God, that was awesome,” she said as she dropped the backpack she’d been carrying on to the ground.

      “It really was,” Aaron said.

      Earlier she’d packed food and a blanket for a picnic after rock climbing. After they’d disposed of the gear, Aaron helped her lug all the food down to a spot near the creek that flowed around the back side of Canyon Creek Mountain.

      “This looks like a good spot, huh?” she asked. The patch of land by the creek was free of trees and wide open to the sun, but the blazing ball was slowly descending behind the mountain. Still, Kayleigh knew they had a few hours before the sun fully set.

      “Yeah, this is good,” Aaron said, setting their things down.

      She dug through her backpack and held up a large blanket. Unfolding it, she laid it flat across the ground. She crawled on top and straightened the corners, working to smooth it out over the grass.

      “You’re a little OCD.” Aaron laughed.

      She glanced up. “Why do you say that?”

      “I’ve seen your house, your kitchen,” he raised a brow, “and now your picnic site.”

      “I like things neat. Sue me.”

      He chuckled and shook his head.

      “Hand me your bag,” she said.

      He walked to the edge of the blanket. “Should I remove my shoes first?”

      She laughed to herself. She’d almost told him to before he asked. Maybe she was a little OCD. “It’s up to you.” She shrugged, trying to hide her anxiety.

      The funny thing was, vet medicine was ugly and messy, and her desk was atrocious. That was probably why, when it came to her personal life, she wanted things neat and orderly. Or maybe it was a reflection of her childhood, or rather, her mother’s OCD control over Kayleigh’s childhood. Her mother had drilled in to her the need for order in every part of her life.

      Aaron’s laugh broke into her thoughts. He was watching her. “You really want me to take them off, don’t you?”

      Kayleigh held up her thumb and pointer finger. “Maybe a little bit.”

      She blew out a sigh of relief as he kicked off his shoes and set them at the edge of the blanket. He gazed down at her, grinning.

      Wow, she thought. Those hazel eyes shone in the afternoon sun. He’d run a hand through his shaggy hair and it was a tousled mess that looked sexy as hell. She dreamed of letting her fingers dive into those locks some day.

      “Earth to Kayleigh.”

      She blinked several times. Oh, shit, he’d been talking, and she’d been molesting him with her eyes.

      He sank down to his knees and laughed as if he’d read her thoughts.

      “What did you say?”

      “Should I pull out everything?”

      “Oh, yes. Hand me the small cooler. It has drinks. Then you can grab the bigger one. I packed chicken salad sandwiches. I hope you like those.”

      “Oh, definitely. I grew up in a house of boys. We learned to eat whatever my mom put in front of us whether we liked it or not.”

      “These are my grandmother’s recipe.”

      Aaron handed her the small cooler and she popped the top, producing two sodas.

      “Tell me about your grandmother,” he said, pulling food out of the other cooler. “It sounds like you two were close.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You face always lights up when you talk about her.”

      Kayleigh thought back to her summers in Texas with her Grammy and smiled.

      “See,” Aaron said, pointing at her, “right there. You’re smiling.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Yeah, I loved my Grammy a lot.”

      “She lived in Texas?”

      “Yes, on a farm, about two hundred acres. It was a lot for her to take care of when my grandfather died.”

      “How old were you when he died?”

      “Seven. My grandmother took it pretty hard. They’d been high school sweethearts.”

      “Oh, wow. Sounds like my parents.”

      Kayleigh heard the sadness in his voice. She reached over and squeezed his leg. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      He gave a small smile that seemed guarded. “Thanks. We all miss him. He would have loved the lodge.”

      “What about you?” Kayleigh asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Were you close with your grandparents?”

      “My father’s parents died when he was twenty.”

      “Oh, my gosh.” She sucked in a breath. “That’s awful.”

      “Yeah. He left college and moved back home to take care of my Uncle Mark and Aunt Sally. They were only teenagers.”

      “Aaron, that’s horrible.”

      “I’m sure it was hard, but he was determined, and my mom was right by his side. They were amazing…to all of us.”

      Kayleigh cast her gaze behind Aaron’s shoulder at the running water. Her parents had never been amazing, well at least not her mother. She didn’t want to think about that, so she moved on to Aaron’s other side of the family. It was easier to talk about other people than herself. “So what about your mother’s parents?”

      “Her father was an alcoholic for most of her life growing up but got sober shortly after Ben was born. My mom told him there was no way she’d allow him to see any of his grandchildren if he was still drinking.”

      “And he did, for you boys?”

      “Yeah. He was a good guy. They lived here in Canyon Creek. He would take me and my brothers fishing and hiking and stuff.”

      “Is he still alive?”

      “No. He had Alzheimer’s. He suffered for many years. Or I should say my mom and grandmother suffered. It was an awful thing to watch.”

      “I’m sure. I’ve never had personal experience, but I’ve heard it can be awful. And what about your mother’s mom?”

      “Unfortunately, she passed away as well. Shortly after my grandfather. I think she was worn out from taking care of him their entire married life. First it was the alcoholism, then the Alzheimer’s. I think her heart just gave out. It was pretty hard on my mom.”

      “Valerie is a tough lady,” she said. She wondered what it would be like to have a mother who doted on you like Valerie Sumner did her boys. And that extended to Kayleigh’s friend, Maggie, who was now Valerie’s daughter-in-law. It was almost like Maggie had always been her child, the way Valerie treated her.

      “Yeah, she is. That’s why we’ve all tried to back my mom up on the lodge. Well, as much as possible. Ben, Emmett, and Max have really been pulling a lot of the weight. I just couldn’t get back.”

      “Until now?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And that wasn’t your choice was it?”

      “No.”

      She unwrapped their sandwiches and slid his toward him. They sat in comfortable silence. She watched as Aaron quickly devoured his sandwich.

      “You weren’t kidding, that was an amazing sandwich.”

      “Do you want another? I brought more.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah,” she nodded, putting her food down to dig through the cooler for the third sandwich she packed.

      He grabbed it and began eating. “I totally forgot how much rock climbing takes out of you, but it was amazing. How did you know I’d want another sandwich?”

      “I have an older brother. I remember how much he used to eat after we did any recreational stuff.” She laughed at the memory. “Or really, just anytime at all.”

      “Remember?” He cocked his head. “You said it in the past tense.”

      She picked at her sandwich, her appetite slowly draining away at the thought of her family. “It’s just been awhile since I’ve seen him is all.”

      And will probably be longer before I do.

      “So, what’s the deal?” he asked. “With your family?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Aaron chewed and swallowed before answering. “I mean, your family. You said your dad wants you back. You talk about your brother in the past tense. And you hardly ever mention your mom.”

      “My family is…” How could she phrase it and not make herself look foolish? “Different.”

      “Who’s isn’t? Have you met mine?” He laughed, swallowing down some of his soda.

      “Yes, I’ve met yours. You have an amazing family. You mother is so sweet, and your father was always supportive of everyone, not just his family. You’re blessed.” Kayleigh’s eyes fell to the quilt and she picked at a stray piece of thread.

      “Hey.”

      She saw his hand reach across the blanket to grasp hers and looked up.

      His hazel green eyes shone with genuine caring and she felt her chest squeeze and tears prick the backs of her eyes. She refused to become emotional about her family. She’d been blessed herself in so many ways. She never once went hungry, she never wanted for clothes or toys or a new Jeep when she got her license.

      Complaining about her family wasn’t something she wanted to do.

      “I’m fine.” She waved off his concern and decided she might as well share this with someone. It was probably time. Drawing in a deep breath, she searched her mind where to start, knowing Aaron was safe. “You already know I come from money.”

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      “Well, I actually come from a lot of money. Old school money.”

      “Okay.”

      “I was raised as a debutante, bred to be a Stepford Wife. At least that’s what my mother wanted.”

      “And you had different ideas?”

      “That would be an understatement.” She laughed. “I did all the finishing schools and put up with the whole debutante ball. Have you ever seen that show called Gossip Girl?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Well, my life was a lot like that. Keeping up with the Joneses even though the Joneses had a shit ton of problems within the four walls of their mansion.”

      “Did you grow up in a mansion?”

      “Depends on how you define mansion. If it’s a house over 11,000 square feet with a full-time household staff including a cook and gardener, then yes, I grew up in a mansion.”

      Aaron sank back, linking his hands behind his head, sandwich long since gone. “Wow, Kayleigh. I’d never picture you as the high society type.”

      “I actually take that as a compliment.”

      “So what’s the deal now?” he asked. “Do you speak to them?”

      She fumbled with the hem of her yoga pants. “Very rarely. My mother and I don’t exactly see eye-to-eye.”

      “Let me guess,” he said. “She thinks you should be the high-society wife of a politician or lawyer.”

      She raised a finger in the air. “Or doctor. Any of those would have been acceptable.”

      “Anything except actually becoming a doctor, is that it?”

      “I’m sure she might have come around to the idea of me being a doctor one day. But not a pet doctor.”

      Aaron laughed and Kayleigh felt her anxiety ease. She was surprised at how comfortable and at ease she was with a doctor from a big city, someone her mother would have loved.

      “I bet your mother would have loved me, huh?” he asked.

      “I was actually just thinking the same thing. She would love it if I brought you home.”

      “So what keeps you from going back?”

      Here was the part she really didn’t want to discuss.

      “I’m sorry, I’m prying. You don’t have to say anything.”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s just that, well, no one knows about this so I’d appreciate it if it doesn’t go any further.”

      “Okay.” His face became serious.

      “I was almost engaged once.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. But it wasn’t a good thing, trust me.”

      “Why?”

      “Well Bryce—Bryce Van Wyck, that’s his name, even though I call him Van-Dick.”

      Aaron bellowed with laughter. “Of course you do. To his face I hope?”

      “I haven’t seen him since the night we broke up.”

      “What happened?”

      “I knew from a very young age I wanted to work with animals. They gave me the kind of unconditional love I didn’t find in my home. My father was gone a lot and my mother’s love was always contingent on how I did in society, which wasn’t very well. That’s why I lived for the summers when I could go to my Grammy’s.”

      Kayleigh leaned back on her elbows and gazed up at the sky.

      “I’m sure she would be very proud of you, Kayleigh,” he said, scooting closer to her.

      She smiled. “That’s what I tell myself.”

      “So, anyway, what was this fight with Van-dick? Why did you break up?”

      She laughed, happy that she’d shared part of her story but wondering how much more to tell him, considering he’d shared nothing of his own secrets. Her heart told her to press on, or maybe it was her grandmother’s spirit. She used to be able to talk to her grandmother about anything.

      “My family wasn’t happy about me pursuing veterinary medicine, obviously. Well, I should say my mother wasn’t. My father would have supported me if push came to shove. My brother was already almost finished with med school himself. It was my mother who was so opposed. She’d never understood why someone would want an animal in their home.

      “Once, I’d rescued a set of kittens under a bridge by our house. I left them in the mud room and cared for them for almost a week. One day I came home and the box was gone. I searched all over the house and couldn’t find them. I asked our house keeper, my nanny, everyone, but no one had seen them. Finally my mother came home and told me she’d taken them to the pound to be destroyed.”

      “Holy shit. For real?” Aaron asked.

      Kayleigh had forgotten that story until just then. “Yeah, for real.”

      “I’m sorry.” He slid his hand over hers and squeezed.

      She turned to stare at him. He was butted up next to her now. “Thanks,” she said quietly. “So as you can see, not the most nurturing of mothers.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Aaron laughed but there was no humor in the sound.

      “Anyway, like I said, they weren’t happy about vet school but my boyfriend at the time…”

      “Van-dick,” Aaron said.

      Kayleigh giggled. “Yes, Bryce Van Wyck.”

      “What a douche.” Aaron rolled his eyes.

      She smiled, feeling as if she had someone on her side in this whole family drama that she’d avoided for almost seven years.

      “Bryce and I were really serious. His sister Brittany and I had been close in high school, that’s how Bryce and I met. I dated him all throughout college. We both went to Boston University. Bryce was three years older than me and going to law school. Of course, my mother wouldn’t let me go any farther than Boston for school, especially if it meant Bryce and I would have to break up.”

      “Of course,” Aaron said, mockingly, but not toward her.

      “Bryce was supportive of me going to vet school, though. At least, I thought he was. I was home for Christmas break. I’d already filled out my application for vet school and had been accepted at Texas A&M.”

      “And your mom was not happy about that, right?”

      “Actually,” she said, wrinkling her nose, “I hadn’t told anyone other than Brittany and Bryce that I was applying.”

      “He wasn’t happy?”

      “Oh, he acted happy on the outside. He was very supportive. We’d talked about marriage. He had just finished law school and studying the bar. I seriously thought we were going to be the sweet, happy family that I hadn’t had growing up.”

      “What happened?”

      “It was my parents’ annual Christmas Eve party. Bryce was in my father’s study. I was about to go in and tell him dinner was being served when I overheard him talking to his best friend, Chet.”

      “Chet?” Aaron said, scrunching his face. “What kind of people name their kid Chet?”

      “Why, Jacob and Kitty Davenport do, of course,” she said in her hoityest voice, fluttering her eyelashes like an idiot.

      “Oh, God,” he rolled his eyes, “you didn’t stand a chance, did you?”

      “Nope, not really. So, anyway, I stood outside the door and eavesdropped. Bryce basically said he would let me,” she added air quotes, “do this whole vet school thing, even though it was a pipe dream. He told Chet I’d never be able to make it through school, let alone become a vet. He said I couldn’t survive on my own without my daddy’s money, but that he’d give me a semester, at most, to play with my little kitties. After that, if I hadn’t figured things out on my own, he would demand I return to fulfill my duties as his wife, the way my mother had raised me. Can you believe he actually said fulfill my duties as his wife?”

      Aaron laid back and shook his head. “Nope, I seriously can’t. Total douche.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?”

      “No clue.”

      “Bryce told Chet that once my parents found out they’d flip. At least that part he got right. But him saying I existed off my parent’s money and that I could never make it on my own...”

      “Set off a fire in you, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it really did. On Christmas Day I told my parents I was going to vet school and just like Bryce had predicted, my mother practically had a coronary. She refused to support me if I went through with this lame-brained idea, as she called it.”

      “Wow,” he said. “That must have been hard. My parents were always supportive of us. Well, except that time when Grant wanted to join the circus when he was eight. And Ben dropped out of college freshman year. My dad was seriously pissed about that, but I guess he turned out okay.”

      Kayleigh smiled, barely holding in her jealousy. What would it have been like to have such supporting, loving parents? “The funny thing was,” she said, “apparently Bryce was going to ask me to marry him on Christmas Day. He came to our house and went down on one knee…”

      “Oh, shit, what did you do?”

      “He opened a black velvet box. I stared at the ring inside. I was still furious from the night before.”

      “He didn’t know you’d overheard?”

      Kayleigh shook her head. “No, no clue. So I stared down at the ring and said, ‘Is that the best you could do, Bryce? If I’m going to fulfill my wifely duties for you, I’m going to need a hell of a lot bigger diamond than that.’”

      Aaron laughed, clutching his belly. “Oh, God, I’m afraid to ask what the poor bastard said after that.”

      “He didn’t say anything, just sat there dumbfounded like the ass he was. I told him off, admitted that I’d overheard everything. I guaranteed him that not only would I graduate, I would make something of myself without my daddy’s money.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more?”

      Kayleigh grinned. “I got right in front of his face and said, ‘I’ll play with my kitties all right, but you’ll never touch mine again.’” She cringed as she told that part. It had been funny at the time, even though her mother had heard the whole thing. Still, it hadn’t been one of her finer moments.

      “Holy shit, Kayleigh.”

      “My mother, of course, apologized for my behavior, right before I kicked him out of my house. It pretty much went downhill from there. My brother had to carry me upstairs before I kicked Bryce’s face in. But the thing I remember the most about the whole thing was my father.”

      “Why?”

      “He just sat there, on the couch, watching it all, like he was watching a movie, completely unaffected. He never once defended me or supported me. Not that I expected him to.”

      “He was probably in shock.” Aaron laughed.

      “Probably,” she laughed. “I mean I’d always raised some level of hell, but never like that. Anyway, now my brother is getting married and my father is asking me to come home.”

      “How long has it been since you went back?”

      “Since the day I left for vet school.”

      “That’s was what, like eight years ago?”

      “Seven, and some change.”

      “Why haven’t you gone back?”

      “I still feel like I haven’t accomplished what I promised Bryce that day, you know?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She looked away. “Manny already told you the clinic isn’t doing well.”

      He nodded.

      “I’ve been here for almost three years. It should be doing better by now.”

      “I’ve only been here a short time and I’ve seen and heard people talk about all the free stuff you do for their pets.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “Not the best way to do business. But a lot of these people in the remote rural spots can’t afford things. It’s hard for me to say no.”

      “I get it.” He stroked her back. “I’m not judging.”

      “The town knows I’m here on a grant from the AVMA.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The American Veterinary Medicine Association.”

      “What kind of grant?”

      “In exchange for serving a rural area in the United States, they pay back a portion of my student loan debts.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Aaron nodded, “I think we have something like that, as well.” He stared at her. “So what does that have to do with Van-dick?”

      She drew in a deep breath and fell back, covering her eyes with one forearm. She hadn’t admitted this to anyone, not even Maggie. But today Aaron had quite literally saved her on the mountain. She trusted him. She knew her secrets would be safe.

      “It’s okay, Kayleigh.” He reached over and took her hand. “You don’t have to tell me. But if you do, I swear I won’t say anything.”

      She turned and stared into his face. “I know,” she said exhaling. “Thank you.”

      His smile was breathtaking and soothed her restless heart. Aaron Sumner might possibly be the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, inside and out.

      “My contract expires in four months.”

      “Does that mean you won’t stay here in Canyon Creek then?”

      “I want to stay. I love small-town medicine, and I love Canyon Creek.”

      He raised up on one elbow and stared down at her. “But?”

      “But, the association only covers a portion of my loan. It doesn’t pay it off in full.”

      Aaron nodded. She knew he’d understand. He probably had outrageous medical school loans to pay off as well. Or, maybe his parents had helped.

      “There’s no way I can stay here and pay off the loan on my own, not with the way the clinic is operating now.”

      “Do you mind me asking how much money you have to pay?”

      She hesitated, only because saying the number out loud scared the shit out of her. “Let’s just say, it’s a lot. A lot more than I’m making at the clinic. The monthly payments would wipe me out.”

      He stared down at her, compassion in his green eyes. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

      She shook her head. “Not unless you can figure out a way to make this clinic profitable again. I just barely scrape by as it is.”

      Aaron sat up. “Wait, don’t you have the Rutherford Ranch account?”

      “Yeah, it’s a good source of money, but it costs a lot to run a vet clinic. More than I realized. I feel stupid that I wasn’t prepared for the business side of it. If I can’t make a go of it, it feels…”

      “Like failure?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He glanced up at the sky. “I know a lot about that,” he said.

      “About being a failure?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “How?”

      “No, no.” He laughed. “No deflection. We’re talking about you right now.”

      She was about to interrupt him when he pushed on.

      “What about renewing your contract?” he asked.

      “I can’t. You’re only allowed three years, no renewals. And the association already indicated they have another graduate ready to come to Canyon Creek for the loan forgiveness program if I decide to not stay in the town.”

      “Does the town know any of this?”

      “No. I haven’t said anything.”

      “I’m pretty sure the residents of Canyon Creek would never let you go if they knew.”

      She sat up, her heart racing as she glared at him. “I don’t want anyone to know, Aaron. Promise me you won’t say anything. Not even to your brothers.”

      “I won’t. But it sounds like people already know. Manny’s the one who told me.”

      “Yeah, some people know. They just don’t understand how serious my situation is.”

      “And I’m assuming there’s no way you’ll ask your dad for—”

      She narrowed her eyes and gave him that look. Thankfully, he didn’t finish.

      “Yeah, that would be like admitting defeat. Well, shit,” he said.

      She loved the fact that Aaron understood exactly how she felt and didn’t judge her. She fiddled with a thread of the blanket again. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “Okay, wait, is that why you’re not going home, because you don’t think you’ve made something of yourself?” He used air quotes.

      “Yeah, that’s part of it.”

      “Kayleigh, that’s absurd. Do you know how many people I’ve talked to that admire you? They appreciate all you do for the town, for the animals, and their owners. Hell, I never knew how important Lucky was to Ben and Maggie until he got a respiratory infection and they had to bring him in to see you. Trying to get that cat in a crate. And you took care of him easy-breezy like he was no big deal. Shit, man, you deserve a medal.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, Lucky is a tough patient, that’s for sure.”

      “But that’s not all, Kayleigh. These animals are your passion. I saw it when you worked on Sunshine. It’s like your personal mission to save that horse, and all the animals and livestock in Canyon Creek. You can’t put a price tag on that. I know the residents would say you’re invaluable.”

      She sat silently, absorbing his kind words.

      “Do you love what you do?” he asked.

      Her face split into a huge grin. “I love what I do.”

      “Why isn’t that success enough? There are a lot of people in this world—pretty wise ones, actually—who would say that getting to do what you love every day is the very definition of success.”

      She shrugged. It was, but still, she needed money.

      “And who the hell cares what your family thinks anyway?”

      She eyed him closely. The trembling in his hand during different points of their afternoon together hadn’t escaped her.

      “Are we done talking about me yet?” she asked.

      “Nope. You said earlier that your lack of success,” he said sarcastically, “was part of the reason you don’t want to go home. What’s the other?”

      And there it was. Another topic she didn’t want to discuss. But she was finding with Aaron, he wasn’t going to let her worm her way out of full disclosure.

      “I’ll tell you on one condition,” she said.

      “Uh-oh.” His brows shot up. “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “You’ll tell me what’s going on with your hand and why you’re really home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron knew this question would come up eventually. Kayleigh was in the medical profession. And even if she weren’t, she would have noticed his tremor.

      She’d been so open and honest with him today, relying on him, asking him for help. It was something he knew had to have been difficult for her. Hearing her childhood stories and how much it still affected her today made him realize he needed to open up to her.

      Drawing in a breath, he sat up straight, holding his right hand with his left. It wasn’t shaking now, thankfully, because it was at rest. He stared up at the mountain that had been part of his life forever, before releasing a heavy breath.

      “My official diagnosis is benign essential tremor,” he said quietly. God, even saying it out loud made him sick to his stomach. The benign part of that was such a joke. In the life of a surgeon, essential tremor was anything but benign.

      Kayleigh scooted closer to him, taking his hand between hers and placing it in her lap. “I’m so sorry.”

      This was exactly what he didn’t need. Sympathy. “It’s all right.” He moved to tug from her hold but her grip on him tightened. Damn, she was strong.

      “Don’t do that,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      “I opened up to you. I didn’t run away. Talk to me. Tell me.”

      He stared at her gorgeous face, into those sky blue eyes that a man could get lost in. “I can’t operate. The hospital won’t let me.”

      She nodded her head in understanding, which pissed him off for some reason.

      “Have you tried medication?” she asked.

      “Yes, and it managed the symptoms for a long time.”

      “When were you diagnosed?”

      “I found out in med school. I’m lucky to have made it this long I guess. I’ve had to adjust the meds over the years, but now none of them are working and the side effects are increasing.”

      She squeezed his hand. “So that’s why you’re back home?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah. My attending told me I had to take some time off.”

      “How long?”

      This was the part that really sucked. “Six months, minimum. They said I need to relax and rest. I’ve been messing with my meds to try to find a combination that will get me back in the operating room.”

      “Wow,” she said, releasing his hand. “So, there’s no long-term cure? I don’t know a lot about tremors. I know about Parkinson’s Disease but the two aren’t the same, right?”

      “That’s right. It’s not Parkinson’s. My tremor happens when I’m moving.  Parkinson’s is typically the opposite.”

      “Moving, as in, during surgery.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah,” he said, “in surgery.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked, going up on her knees and coming around to face him better.

      “I have no fucking clue. Ever since I did my first rotation in the operating room, becoming a surgeon has been my dream. I fell in love with the heart.”

      Kayleigh smiled. “That sounds romantic.”

      “It’s not. It’s completely anatomical.”

      She laughed and he felt the tug of a small smile.

      “What about before then?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      She leaned back on her legs. “Before you wanted to be a surgeon. What did you want to be?”

      “You mean as a kid?”

      “A kid, or when you were in high school, or college? Before that first rotation.”

      He laughed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “When I was in high school I worked at the med clinic with Doc Olson.”

      “Is that where you fell in love with medicine?” She tilted her head, the blue in her eyes brighter from the sun overhead.

      He took a moment to study her. Gorgeous. That was the only word to describe her.

      Well, stubborn and pig-headed too, but he wasn’t going there. Not with her so close. She was liable to take a swing at him if she read his thoughts.

      “Aaron?” she prompted.

      “Oh, sorry, what?”

      She laughed. “I said did you fall in love with medicine working with Doc Olson?”

      “Yeah, I did.” He smiled at the memories of working on patients, both in the clinic and in the rural areas around the town.

      “He’s a lot like me,” she said, “only with two legged animals. I just can’t picture you liking that.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, you just strike me as the epitome of big-city doctor.”

      “And what does that look like?”

      She shrugged.

      He didn’t ask any more questions, fearful she meant her father.

      “Honestly,” he said, “I’d forgotten how much I liked small-town medicine until I came home.”

      “So what are your plans long-term? You haven’t been home long.”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “I enjoyed helping Doc out at the clinic. My tremor didn’t affect my work there nearly as much as in the operating room.”

      “That’s good. At least you have options.”

      He blew out another harsh breath as frustration hit again. “I wanted being the best cardio thoracic surgeon to be my only option. I didn’t want to have to look for something else.”

      “But that’s not reality and it’s not your only option. Plus,” she grinned, “being the best is overrated.”

      “Says the girl who’s busting her ass to prove her ex wrong.”

      Her head fell.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.” He reached out and touched her cheek, letting his hand graze the soft skin, surprised when she didn’t pull away.

      “I guess we’re kind of in the same boat.”

      He stared down at his hands. In his peripheral vision he saw Kayleigh moving closer.

      “I know being a surgeon was what you wanted. I also know that Doc Olson is running himself ragged. You do have options, Aaron,” she said. “You just have to find your passion again.”

      He glanced up and she was just a foot away.

      Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery was his passion in this moment. He slid his hands on either side of her face and pulled her toward him, tilting her head. His lips caressed hers, slow at first then deeper. She moaned into his mouth and he went hard as the mountain beside them in the blink of an eye. Without thinking, he fell backward, taking her with him.

      She lay atop him, her lithe body molding against his. Her legs fell apart and she nestled her mid-section to his. Christ she was hot.

      He wound his arms around her waist and tugged her tighter. His tongue parted her lips and sought entrance.

      She allowed him in, pressing into him, grinding her hips against his. He thought he might explode like a ruddy teen, it felt so good.

      “Aaron,” she moaned into his mouth.

      He planted his feet on the blanket and pushed into her, giving her the friction she wanted.

      She finally broke away, staring down at him. “We really shouldn’t.”

      His brow furrowed. “Why?”

      “Neither one of us knows what the future holds for us.”

      “And?” He’d had short affairs before.

      “What if your mom finds out, or Maggie?”

      “What about them?” God, the mention of his mother killed the mood.

      “Well, your mom is obviously looking to marry all your brothers off. Her track record has been pretty good so far.”

      “Kayleigh, don’t worry. That’s not what I want. Do you?”

      “No. I mean, sure someday, maybe.”

      “You’re stressed,” he said. “I’m stressed. Sex is a great stress reliever. You know that, you’re a doctor.”

      “A pet doctor.” She laughed.

      He fell back onto the blanket with a groan.

      She leaned over him, her blue eyes sparkling with delight, her blonde hair tumbling over her shoulder. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.”

      His hands traced down to her ass and he lifted against her again. “And I can’t help this.”

      “Ooh,” she said, her mouth forming a small circle

      “I want you. You want me,” he said, raising his hands to brush back her long blonde hair. “Why can’t we just leave it at that?”

      She nodded and lowered her head. “Okay,” she said just as her mouth touched his, but then quickly pulled away. “But no one can know. Especially Maggie,” she added.

      “Why Maggie?”

      “Just,” she paused, “just because.”

      A secret tryst with the hottest woman in Colorado? Hell yeah, he could keep his mouth shut. Well, opened for her, closed for everyone else. “Okay,” he finally said, tugging her mouth down to his.

      Their kiss was a fire burning out of control. Their bodies worked in tandem, pushing them higher.

      Part of him felt bad for basically dry humping her in the middle of the woods like they were in high school, but he’d never felt anything so good in all his life.

      His hands worked lower to the hem of her shirt and his fingers danced along her bare skin. She had the softest skin of anyone he’d ever known. Slowly his hands worked higher, taking her top with it as he searched for the hooks of her bra. He must be getting old because damned if he couldn’t find it.

      She sat up on his lap, smiling as she straddled him. “It’s in the front,” she said. “It’s a sports bra. I tend to bounce around a lot, especially if I’m active.”

      Aaron’s dick twitched just thinking of her bouncing around on him.

      She ran her hand between her breasts where a zipper ran.

      Oh, sweet Mary, mother of Jesus. He could learn to love that bra. If only girls in his high school had worn them. He wouldn’t have had to fumble with hooks that were clearly designed to thwart teenage boys.

      His thoughts were interrupted at the sound of the zipper lowering. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, the anticipation of her magnificent breasts spilling out held him captive. His wait was short as she reached the end of the zipper. The bra gave way but she didn’t immediately pull the material away.

      “Are you okay?” she asked with a smirk. She must have noticed his fascination.

      A shrill ring echoed in the woods.

      “What the hell is that?” Aaron looked around the area.

      “It’s my cell,” Kayleigh said, zipping her bra back up and crawling off him. He wanted to cry.

      She dug in one of the bags she’d brought and slid her finger across the screen before putting it to her ear. “This better be good, it’s my day off.” There was a long pause.

      Aaron took in several deep breaths trying to get himself under control. From the scowl on Kayleigh’s face he could tell their make-out session was all but done.

      “That can’t be good.” Her eyes cut to his. She covered the mouthpiece. “It’s Maggie, about the wedding barn.”

      He nodded, having no idea what could be going on but feeling guilty for not helping more.

      “Sure, yeah, that’s horrible. Okay. What time?” She glanced down at her watch then flashed her eyes back at him. “Yeah, he’s here with me.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re rock climbing, Maggie, jeez, do you want my help or not?” Her face crinkled in a grimace and she mouthed, “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said quietly. He reached around the blanket and began gathering up items. Whatever was going on at the lodge, he needed to be there to help. Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out his own phone, surprised to see two missed phone calls and two texts, all from his mother and brothers.

      MOM: If you’re not too busy would you please call? Thanks dear. Love you!

      She’d even included a kissy-face emoji.

      MAX: Where r are you dill-hole?

      The difference between the two messages was night and day. Brothers.

      He pressed play on the first message.

      “Hey dude, it’s Emmett. Almost all the catering staff we use got food poisoning. The company we have as back up from Denver can’t make it. Be at the lodge by four o’clock, ready to serve.”

      There was no need to listen to the other message from Ben. It was likely to be less tactful than Emmett’s anyway. His family needed him.

      “We’re on our way.” Kayleigh said, gathering up items from their picnic. “But I swear to God there is no way I’m wearing that mini skirt again to serve. Dudes were purposely dropping shit just to watch me bend over.”

      Aaron chuckled at the image. Yeah, it was probably something he’d do, too.

      “Whatever,” she said. “You owe me. We’ll be there in ten.”

      Thankfully they were on the mountain and only a few minutes from the lodge. They could shower and change there.

      Kayleigh stood on the blanket, hands on hips, still only wearing her sports bra and yoga pants. “Well, that was a fun way to ruin the afternoon. I would have called Maggie a cock blocker, but I don’t want her to know about us.” She glanced around the ground. “Where’s my shirt?”

      Aaron held out her T-shirt in one hand.

      She smiled and took it from him.

      He slid his free arm around her waist, drawing her to him. He couldn’t resist feeling her skin one more time. “This isn’t over,” he whispered next to her ear.

      “It isn’t?” she asked.

      He leaned back, staring into her eyes. They were tilted at the corners giving her a devilish cat-like appearance. “Not by a long shot.”

      He bent his head and his lips settled on hers, their tongues dancing in a sensual rhythm that had him instantly hard all over again. He pulled her closer, pressing his erection against her for relief.

      “Aaron.” She spoke against his mouth but didn’t pull away.

      His body vibrated with need, his mid-section burning with desire for this sensual creature. He knew if he didn’t pull away soon, he never would.

      Using all his resolve, he broke the kiss and stepped away. He smiled when she stumbled toward him, nearly falling in to him. Her eyes flickered open, heavy-lidded and filled with the same type of desire brewing in him. God she was beautiful, all sexy and mussed up.

      “Come on, we better go before we start a forest fire,” he said.

      She laughed. “True.”

      They quickly packed the rest of their picnic items and headed back to Kayleigh’s Jeep.

      “I had fun today,” he said.

      “You didn’t expect to?”

      “Honestly, I wasn’t too sure how I’d do with the tremor.”

      “You did fine, didn’t you?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I did. But I definitely didn’t think you’d worm all those secrets out of me.”

      They tossed everything into the back and Kayleigh closed the door. “I think you weaseled some secrets out of me,” she said.

      His eyes darted between hers, wondering if he should tell her what he’d been thinking since she’d told him about her family.

      “What is it? I can tell you want to say something.”

      He relaxed his shoulders, not surprised she could read him so well. “I think you should go back to Boston, for your brother’s wedding.”

      Her face looked like she’d eaten a pickle. “Why? Didn’t you hear anything I said?”

      “Yes. Didn’t you hear anything I said? Money doesn’t define your success, Kayleigh. You’re thriving at a job you love with people who are grateful for your service and your friendship. Isn’t that success enough?”

      She looked down and kicked at the dirt. “There’s another reason, too,” she said, so quietly he almost didn’t hear her.

      “What?” He waited but she still said nothing so he gently lifted her chin. “The Kayleigh I know is fearless.”

      A small smile tugged at one corner of her mouth. This was a side of Kayleigh he’d never seen. She was usually confident and sassy, not nervous and afraid like she was now.

      “What is it?”

      “My ex will be there.”

      “Van-dick?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She giggled.

      “Why will he be there?”

      “My brother is marrying his sister, Brittany.”

      “The one you were friends with?”

      “Yep, that Brittany. Kind of funny, right?” She laughed but there was no humor in the sound. “I’m going to be stuck with Van-dick as an in-law my whole life.”

      “You should still go. Show Van-dick what an amazing person you are, that you’ve always been.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Maybe was good enough, for now. He kissed the tip of her nose. “Come on, let’s go before my brother sends me another nasty text message.”

      She slid her arms around his waist and squeezed. “Thanks,” she said against his chest.

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. “Anytime.” And he meant it.
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      Aaron took Kayleigh’s hand as they raced through his family’s property, past the lodge and cabins to the wedding barn.

      “Aar..Aar…Aaron, slow down.”

      Aaron glanced over his shoulder and instantly slowed his pace. He completely forgot how much smaller than him Kayleigh was. She may be powerful, but nothing could make up for their height difference when they were in a full-on sprint.

      “Sorry,” he said, leaning over. “Jump on.”

      “What?” she asked working to catch her breath.

      “My back. Hop on and I’ll carry you the rest of the way.”

      A slow smile spread across her succulent lips and Aaron’s dick pressed against the zipper of his pants. Damn, this was going to be a hard night. In every sense of the word.

      Kayleigh jumped on his back, settling her hips against his back and squeezing her legs around his waist, giving a little thrust.

      “Christ, woman, are you trying to kill me?”

      She rested her chin on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. “Maybe.”

      “That’s it, I’m dropping you.”

      She laughed and bucked against him with her hips as she hit his ass. “Giddy-up cowboy.”

      “Oh, is that what you want to do, ride a cowboy?” He walked the rest of the way, unable to take long strides thanks to his raging hard-on.

      She kissed the skin against his neck then her tongue did something amazing around his ear. “I want to ride this cowboy,” she said.

      The thick trees cleared and thank heaven and all the gods in the universe the wedding barn appeared before them. “You’re lucky we’re here, little girl.”

      Kayleigh slid down his back, a little too slowly. “Why?”

      He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Because I was about to take you into one of those cabins and ride you, cowgirl.”

      “Promise,” she laughed but quickly pulled away as if she’d been electrocuted. “Hey, Mags,” she said.

      Aaron turned and saw his sister-in-law walking toward them, carrying a stack of dishes.

      “Hey, guys.” Her eyes went from Aaron back to Kayleigh, studying them. No wonder Kayleigh didn’t want Maggie to know they were involved. Clearly, his sister-in-law had concerns in that area.

      Maggie must have decided not to comment on why they’d come together. “Thanks so much for coming.” She silently studied Kayleigh. “You can come with me. The girls are going to serve. I’ve got your uniform inside.”

      “I’ve never been a waitress,” she protested.

      “You’re not taking orders,” she explained, “you just take the plates out when Lily tells you to. She’ll tell you what table they go to. There are only two entrée choices, so you can just ask people whether they had the chicken or the beef.”

      “Okay, but I don’t want to be docked if I drop a plate,” she turned to Aaron, “or ten.”

      He laughed.

      Maggie turned and studied Aaron. He shifted on his feet. “Ben and the guys are at the back of the barn with the caterers, Aaron. You can help them plate.”

      Aaron looked toward the back of the barn. “Where is it? I don’t see a tent.”

      “It’s on the west corner, we set it up there so guests wouldn’t see it when they arrived. They’re almost finished with the cocktail hour so we need to move. I swear to God, it will be a miracle if I don’t kill your brother after this event is over.”

      “Uh-oh,” Aaron said. He turned and saw Kayleigh’s eyes were dancing with humor.

      “Come on, Kayleigh,” Maggie said in a stern voice, yanking on her wrist.

      “See ya soon, cowboy,” Kayleigh said over her shoulder, waggling her fingers.

      “Kayleigh,” Maggie tugged on her until Kayleigh turned and faced forward, walking behind her, almost stumbling.

      Good luck with that, Aaron thought as he walked toward the back of the barn.

      Aaron rounded the corner and saw a huge white tent pitched in the corner just as Maggie had said. Underneath were several work tables, stainless steel carts, and crates of what looked like dishes.

      “Look,” he heard his brother Max say, “I’m just saying you’re a writer, so you should make the salads.”

      “That makes no fucking sense,” Emmett said. “Why should I make salads just because I’m a writer?”

      “Because he doesn’t want to,” Ben said, pulling trays of food from the carts.

      Aaron stepped under the tent. “Hey guys. What’s going on?”

      “Well, nice of you to show up, Queenie,” Max growled.

      “Queenie?” Aaron glanced around at his other brothers.

      “That’s what Max is calling you now,” Ben said.

      “Why?” Aaron stared at Max.

      “Because, Ma said we shouldn’t bother you because you’re here for rest and relaxation,” Emmett said.

      “Must be nice.” Max rolled his eyes. “Queenie.”

      “You’re just pissed because you’re not getting any right now,” Emmett said, sliding one of the trays on the table.

      “Whatever,” Max said, shooting his brother the finger.

      Aaron realized they were pulling the food from stainless steel warmers. “Where did these come from?” he asked.

      “The caterer’s truck just dropped them off,” Ben said. “Get those plates over there.” He nodded to one of the crates.

      Aaron picked up one of the crates and set it on the table.

      “No!” All three brothers yelled.

      Aaron stumbled back, nearly dropping the entire thing. “What the hell?”

      “Nothing can be on the table except dishes and food,” Max snapped.

      “Sorry.”

      “You’ll be sorry if Lily finds out you contaminated the work station,” Emmett said.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Very,” Ben and Emmett said in unison.

      “I always used to like Lily,” Max said. “Until these events started. Man, she’s a ball buster. I went up against some of the meanest defensive backs in the NFL but none of them scared me like Lily does when she’s in full event planning mode.”

      “I’m pretty sure your fiancée is just as scary,” Ben said, talking about Max’s soon-to-be wife, Devlin. They were expecting twins in a few months.

      “That’s true.” Max nodded.

      “Again, you’ll feel better once you can have sex again.” Emmett shoved Max’s shoulder.

      “Why aren’t you having sex?” Aaron asked.

      Max cut his eyes and stared at Aaron.

      “What?” Aaron asked

      “Devlin had some spotting two days ago.”

      “Oh, shit, Max.” Aaron stopped and stared at his brother. “I’m sure she’s fine. Women expecting multiples can sometimes expect more spotting because the uterus—”

      “Enough,” Ben shouted. “I’m working with tomatoes right now.”

      Emmett laughed, but Max stepped closer to Aaron.

      “You mean it, Aaron?” Max asked, his tone desperate.

      Aaron could see the worry in his brother’s face. “Yeah, it’s not uncommon. Has she seen her doctor?”

      “Yeah,” Max nodded but didn’t seem pacified. “We drove to Vail. Her OB/Gyn is there.” It was thirty minutes without traffic from Canyon Creek, so in an emergency they might need to rely on Doc Olson.

      Aaron focused only on Max for the moment. “Did the doctor do an ultrasound?”

      “Yeah, she did an ultrasound and said it all looks good, but I don’t know…” Max ran a hand through his hair. “Said Devlin needs to rest and we should go back in a few days for another check.”

      “That’s the wisest thing to do,” Aaron said.

      Max nodded but didn’t look like he was at all calm about the situation. “I’m just…”

      All his brothers stopped and stared at Max. Max was the strong one, the brave one. The mighty NFL player was afraid for his unborn children, about to be knocked to his knees.

      “I’ll call my buddy at Northwestern in Chicago this evening and tell him what’s going on. He specializes in high risk pregnancies so he’s seen it all. He won’t mind talking to you.”

      Max stared at him. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course,” Aaron said, wondering why his brother sounded surprised.

      “Does the clinic have an ultrasound?” Aaron asked.

      “I don’t know,” Max said. “They don’t have a huge budget, so I don’t know if they keep all that kind of stuff.”

      Aaron made a note to find out what Doc Olson’s equipment inventory was on Monday and see how he could make sure he was adequately supplied. Surely the town could afford an ultrasound. At least a used one. It wasn’t just pregnant woman who could use them.

      “Guys!” Lily’s shrill voice rang through the air and they all jumped. “You should already be plating, come on.” She tucked a clipboard under her arm and pulled more trays of food from the warming carts. “The cocktail hour is over and the guests are being seated. We’ll be serving soup in less than fifteen minutes.”

      “So, what’s on the menu?” Aaron asked, reaching for a plate.

      “No!” Lily screamed.

      Everyone stepped back.

      “Do not touch anything on this table without gloves, Aaron.”

      “Shit, Lily,” Aaron clutched his chest. “You scared the crap out of me. I thought I’d done something horrible.”

      Her brows furrowed. “What could be more horrible than inadequate food preparation?” He couldn’t see her foot but he was pretty sure she was tapping her designer high heels as she glared at him.

      Emmett stood behind her, shaking his head, giving Aaron the zipped-lips sign.

      Max circled a single finger around the side of his head.

      Yeah, their cousin was seriously crazy.

      “Hey, everyone,” someone said behind them.

      Aaron turned to see Shawn Braddock behind him. He’d been the contractor for the wedding barn buildout. “Your mom texted and said you could use some help.”

      Lily froze for a split second but Max jumped in.

      “You can help Emmett with the salads,” Max nodded toward the front of the table when Lily said nothing.

      “I’ll get the plates,” Aaron said, trying to end the awkward silence.

      “Gloves, Aaron,” Lily scolded, apparently over her momentary lapse of muteness. She reached under the table for a box and held it out to him.

      Aaron dug inside and pulled on the loose fitting plasticky gloves, noting how different they were from surgical gloves. An ache hit him square in the chest. The only gloves he’d be donning from now on would likely be food prep gloves, or whatever the hell these things were called.

      “Thank you for helping,” Lily said.

      Aaron looked up and almost responded but saw Lily, staring at Shawn, holding out the box to him.

      Shawn pulled out a set and put them on, his eyes never leaving Lily’s. “You’re welcome,” he finally said.

      Lily cleared her throat. “Okay, let’s get going,” she said, scanning the area. “Where’s the soup pot?”

      Aaron watched as his three brothers stared anywhere but at Lily.

      “Oh, God,” she slapped her hand to her forehead, looking up at the ceiling of the tent.

      “It wasn’t me,” Max said.

      “It was totally you, asswipe.” Ben said.

      Emmett nodded. “It was.”

      Max stood up straighter. “Fuck y’all, man. Look, Lily, I really—”

      She held her hand, stopping his explanation. “Doesn’t matter now. We don’t have time.”

      “Well, if we had more room,” Max mumbled.

      “Don’t talk to me about space. I’m not the holdup on that one.” Lily glared at Ben.

      Ben rolled his eyes. “We’re not expanding yet, Lil. The loan still isn’t paid off.”

      “I was going to ask,” Aaron started, “why isn’t there space in the barn for a prep kitchen?”

      All eyes went to Ben.

      “Look, we all know, we’ve still got another twelve months payout on the nearly two-million-dollar loan.”

      “Don’t blame him,” Maggie said, walking up behind him. “It’s me. I wanted to start construction at six months, but I lost at strip poker.”

      “This entire build-out, or lack thereof, was decided on a game of poker?” Lily said, clearly exasperated.

      “Strip poker,” Ben said, arms going around Maggie. “She lost.”

      “Which means, you won?” Max held up a hand.

      Ben slapped it.

      “I will never understand you two,” Lily huffed.

      “Don’t worry, Lil.” Maggie stepped next to her. “We play again in another three months. If I win, we move up the build-out schedule.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “You suck at cards, Maggie. I’ve played with you.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Maggie said.

      “I could teach you,” Aaron said.

      Ben cut his eyes to his brother and Aaron heard his silent warning. Ben didn’t want to incur any more debt yet.

      “Forget it,” Lily said. “We’ll make do.”

      Maggie chimed in. “It’s all taken care of, Lily. Max texted when he spilled the soup. I talked to the groom’s mother and explained the situation. Since we also have a salad course, she’s not worried about it, and I told her we would discount the bill for her.”

      Lily nodded. “Thank God for sane mothers. It’s a blessing when we get one at a wedding who doesn’t freak out over the smallest detail.”

      “By the way, Max, you owe the lodge and barn seven hundred and thirteen dollars.”

      Max raised a brow. “What for?”

      “Spilled soup,” Maggie said. “I’m going to finish getting the girls ready.” She head toward the barn. “See ya, baby.” She reached up on tiptoes and kissed Ben.

      “Are you shitting me, Lil?” Max said. “That’s how much you charge for one pot of soup?”

      Lily shrugged. “There may have been an add-on fee.”

      Max scrunched his face. “For what?”

      “It’s called the dumbass fee, dumbass.” Emmett snorted.

      “Ben,” Lily said, ignoring them as she pointed to Aaron, “you guys can plate the shrimp salads. It should be simple.” She stepped around the table and showed them how to put all the ingredients on the plate. “Please make it aesthetically pleasing.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Max asked.

      “It means, make it look appetizing,” Lily said as she prepped another example, “not thrown together. If you follow these samples precisely, you won’t have any problems.”

      “So you don’t want it to look like a Happy Meal?” Max said with a snort.

      “If you’re referring to a McDonald’s children’s meal, then no. But I would like it to look happy.”

      “Can food look happy?” Emmett asked.

      Max held up a limp carrot. “This little guy doesn’t look happy. He looks like Emmett’s dick.”

      All five of the men burst into laughter.

      “Oh, dammit,” Lily shouted, scooting between Max and Shawn. “What happened?” She dug through the container. “They’re all limp.”

      Max laughed. “Yep, Emmett’s dick.”

      “Stop.” Lily hit his shoulder. “We need to get these in ice water,” she said. “We can use the carrots from the Tuscan garden salad now and let these ones soak. They’ll be good to go when we’re ready to build the Tuscans.”

      “The what?” Shawn asked.

      “The Tuscan garden salads,” she repeated as if he was an idiot. “It’s romaine lettuce, radicchio, baby cherry tomatoes—”

      “Yeah, don’t really care, Lily. Sorry,” Max said. “Just tell me what we need to do. This entire process is pretty much emasculating me. It’s like a fucking rectal exam.”

      “No, a rectal exam would be better for you,” Ben said.

      “How do you figure?”

      “At least you’d be getting some action.” Ben laughed.

      All four men burst into laughter, again.

      “Boys!” Aunt Sally yelled from behind them.

      Oh, shit. Lily had called in the cavalry.

      “Listen to Lily.” Aunt Sally walked around the table decked out in a feminine version of a tuxedo.

      “All you need is an eye glass and a walking cane and you’d look like that Mr. Peanut dude.” Emmett laughed.

      Aunt Sally grabbed a small steak knife, raising her eyes.

      Emmett held up his hands. “Got it. Lily, what do we need to do? And make it simple so Max can understand.”

      “Please, focus,” Lily said. “This is a very important event. These people are friends of the governor of Colorado. They could bring a lot of business to the lodge and the wedding barn.”

      “Heads out of asses,” Aunt Sally said. “Watch Lily, do everything she says or I will use this knife in a way that guarantees none of you will ever cough the same again. Capiche?”

      All the men collectively swallowed. “Yes, ma’am,” they mumbled. “Show us what to do, Lil,” Max said. “No more teasing.”

      “Lily,” Aunt Sally waved her hand toward the head of the table, “they’re all yours.”

      The older woman walked away, but turned back and glared at all of them. “Behave.” She held up the knife. “Or else.” She sliced the knife through the air and all five men groaned and covered their junk. They knew where Sally would aim if she had to wield that thing.

      “Dude, I think she’s serious,” Shawn said.

      Lily raised one brow. “My mom is totally serious.”

      “Totally,” he and his brothers echoed.

      They all worked together to plate each entrée. Just as they finished the appetizers, all the women came out to collect the plates on trays.

      Kayleigh walked toward him, decked out in a tuxedo like Sally’s except she had on a mini skirt and black hose.

      He walked toward her, helping her load the tray. “I thought you were going to fight the mini skirt?” He eyed her body up and down.

      “I’m super short. All the pants they had were too long. Maggie let me borrow a mini skirt.”

      Aaron’s eyes traveled the length of her. “I approve.” He smiled, leaning in closer. “Do you still have your magic bra on?”

      Her face scrunched. “What magic bra?”

      “The one with the zipper that leads to heaven.”

      She pressed her lips together, holding in a laugh. Or maybe it was a moan.

      Aaron set her tray to the side, pulling Kayleigh outside the tent and around behind a truck. “I’m coming home with you tonight.”

      Her eyes darted around the area and he thought he’d gone too far.

      “Okay,” she said, her blue eyes landing on his, a broad smile on her face.

      “No interruptions. No phones. No family.”

      She nodded and pushed up onto her toes, placing a kiss against his lips.

      He grabbed her face, his tongue parting her lips, asking for more.

      Her hands snaked around his neck, their kiss deepening.

      “Aaron!”

      The voice was close.

      Aaron released Kayleigh and she stumbled to put a step between them.

      “What the hell?” Max asked, coming around the truck. He stared at both of them, a questioning look on his face.

      “Uh, I, uh, just lost a button,” Kayleigh said, dropping to the ground. “Aaron was helping me.”

      Aaron looked down at the ground like he might be searching for something.

      “Did you lose it in your mouth?” Max asked. “Because it looked like Aaron was digging around in there pretty good.”

      “Fuck you, Max.”

      “Don’t think it’s me you want to—”

      “Stop,” Kayleigh said, shooshing Max. She glanced at the tent then back up at Max. “You saw nothing.”

      Max grinned, crossing his hands over his chest. “What’s it worth to you?”

      Kayleigh searched the area, trying to think of something. Her eyes brightened. “You know Mr. Taylor’s Yorkshire Terrier that’s expecting puppies?”

      “Oh, God,” Max rolled his eyes. “Don’t remind me. Devlin wants one so bad.”

      “Well,” Kayleigh smiled as if she were the brightest person in the world. Aaron was beginning to believe she was. “I can make it so that none of those puppies are available for adoption.”

      “Are you serious?” Max’s arms fell to his side as he took a step toward them. “How?”

      “You don’t need to worry about it. Just keep your mouth shut about this.” She nodded toward Aaron.

      Max looked at his brother, then Kayleigh. “Why?”

      “What happened when your mom found out you and Devlin were doing the nasty?” She asked.

      Max grinned. “You two doing the nasty?”

      “No comment,” Kayleigh said.

      “Well,” Max said, “word of advice. Read the instructions on all contraceptives. Read them twice.”

      “What does that mean?” Aaron asked.

      Kayleigh burst into laughter. “Should you tell him or should I?” she asked.

      “Not going to be me.” Max shook his head. “Lesson learned, though. Come on Aaron, we need you. You’re a bigshot surgeon and someone’s got to carve this massive beef tenderloin.”

      Aaron stiffened. He wasn’t a surgeon. Not anymore.

      Kayleigh squeezed his hand and released it.

      He nodded at Max and they all started back to the tent, but he noticed Kayleigh hung back. When he turned to see why, she spoke quietly.

      “Feel like going to Boston for a wedding?”

      This was what Kayleigh did for him, brought him back from his dark thoughts about his career that was plummeting to its death. “Will there be a few douchebags there?”

      “It’s Boston high-society. It’s guaranteed.”

      He understood how hard this was for her to go back home. And she understood how hard it was for him to picture his life without surgery. To be reduced to carving meat at a wedding.

      “I’d love to.” He stepped toward her and bent down, kissing her lips.

      “Good.” She slipped from his hands and walked away. “Oh, and if anyone asks while we’re there, you’re madly in love with me and about to profess your undying loyalty to me. You know, just in case anyone asks.” She laughed.

      Aaron didn’t. He wasn’t so sure she was far from the truth.
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      Kayleigh unlocked the back door and tossed her keys on the hook next to her coats. The sound of nails clicking on the floor echoed and within seconds Annie was sliding into Kayleigh’s feet, pawing at her legs.

      She bent down and picked up the dog. “Hey, pretty girl. I’m sorry I’m late.”

      Annie abruptly lifted her head and stared over Kayleigh’s shoulder. Kayleigh followed her dog’s gaze.

      “Hey, girl,” Aaron said, reaching out and scratching under Annie’s jaw.

      Annie’s eyes closed as she clawed over Kayleigh’s shoulder to get to Aaron.

      “You know her sweet spot.” Kayleigh laughed, releasing Annie.

      “I’m good with the ladies.” Aaron winked, taking the dog in his arms.

      Kayleigh stepped back and stared. She never brought men home. And yet, Annie acted as if she’d known Aaron her entire life.

      “Wow,” Aaron said, laughing as the dog wriggled in his arms. “She really likes me.”

      “She needs to go outside before she pees on you.”

      “Do you need to go potty, little girl?” he asked with a playful voice.

      Annie wiggled in response.

      “Just set her outside. She’ll be fine.”

      Aaron did as he was told but stayed at the door watching the little dog.

      Annie sat on the back step staring up at him.

      “She’ll never go potty with you looking at her.”

      “She gets stage fright?” he asked. He squatted down so he was close to Annie. “I don’t blame you girl. I don’t like peeing in front of people. Go do your thing, sweetie, I’ll turn my back.” Aaron actually turned but remained squatted. He glanced up at Kayleigh and winked.

      She bit back a smirk. There was no way Annie was going to pee even if Aaron’s back was—

      “She going?” Aaron asked.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” Kayleigh stared at Annie, dumbfounded.

      Aaron slowly glanced over his shoulder. “Hot damn, number one and number two.” He laughed.

      “I seriously can’t believe she went to the bathroom with us standing here.”

      “Come here, girl.” Aaron reached out his arms.

      Annie ran to him, like most women probably did. She jumped in his arms like she’d known him for years.

      She knew animals were great judges of character. She’d always known Aaron was a good guy, but now her pet had proved it.

      Something rubbed on Kayleigh’s leg. She glanced down and saw Jax hiding behind her leg.

      “Who’s this?” Aaron asked, setting Annie on the floor and reaching toward Jax.

      Jax stood behind her leg, his shoulders rolling back in an air of supremacy. There was a reason she called him Sir.

      “This is Jax,” Kayleigh said, reaching down to scoop the cat in her arms. “We sometimes refer to him as Sir Jaxie because he thinks he’s royalty.”

      Aaron made an extravagant bow. “My honor to meet you, Sir Jaxie.” He held out a hand.

      Jax stared like he was a peasant.

      “It takes him a while to warm up to people,” she said. “If ever.”

      “He’s a cool cat. He looks like a tiger.”

      “He’s a Bengal. Breeders say they were created to look wild, but are totally domesticated and supposedly super affectionate. I’m not sure I buy that. This guy doesn’t seem to see himself as domesticated. Maybe he’s not exactly wild, but he definitely doesn’t think he’s a housecat. More like a king with royal subjects.”

      “Where did you find him?”

      Kayleigh noticed Aaron stepping closer and Jax didn’t back away from his touch. “On the highway. He’d been hit. He had a broken leg and—” Her words cut off as she watched in fascination as Jax licked at Aaron’s hand. “What the hell? He never…”

      “Hey guy.” Aaron rubbed under Jax’s chin.

      The cat’s eyes closed and he leaned against Kayleigh’s chest, purring.

      “You little traitor.”

      “Traitor?” Aaron asked.

      “He barely lets Lina pet him and she’s been feeding him for months.”

      “What can I say? I have a way with the men, too.” He chuckled.

      The sound traveled straight to her girlie parts.

      Jax jumped from her hands and Aaron stepped in closer to her, slipping his arm around her waist. “Now, where were we before my brother so rudely interrupted us before?”

      She squirmed in his arms. “Aaron,” she squealed, “I smell horrible and I’m all sweaty.”

      He nuzzled her neck as he unbuttoned her shirt. “You’re about to get a lot sweatier.”

      “Let me take a shower.” She pushed at him.

      “Excellent idea.”

      Her mouth went dry as she watched him tug his shirt over his head. There must be a gym next to the operating room at his hospital because Dr. Sumner was ripped.

      “Where do you find time to work out?” she asked, studying his chiseled chest and rock-hard abs.

      “Here and there.” He smiled

      Her core temperature rose by a few hundred degrees.

      Maybe being sweaty and dirty with him wouldn’t be such a bad thing. She did a quick sniff check. Nope, no way.

      She ducked under his arms, skirting out of his hold. “Give me three minutes,” she said, racing down the hall toward the bathroom. A wave of nervousness caught her by surprise. She’d had sex. A lot. She wasn’t a prude. But there was something different about Aaron she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      She reached for the shower and turned the water on, toeing off her shoes and wiggling out of her mini-skirt. It had been so embarrassing, catering the event. She’d had to bend over the entire night in an extremely short, extremely tight skirt. She was going to kill Maggie the next time she saw her.

      “You don’t have any fucking underwear on?” Aaron roared behind her.

      She turned and squealed, her hands covering between her legs. “What are you doing in here?”

      He stared down at her hands that covered her. “What are you doing without any underwear on?”

      “These are pantyhose. You don’t need them.”

      He raised a brow.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “I didn’t have any on when I changed into the mini skirt.”

      “Wait,” Aaron stepped closer, “so you haven’t had on any panties, all day?”

      “I was wearing yoga pants when we went rock climbing. They’re really tight.” She shrugged.

      He stepped closer.

      Her back hit the wall.

      “All day? No underwear?” he growled, but there wasn’t anger in it. It was need, fascination, and a whole hell of a lot of desire.

      “Well,” she stumbled for words, “I knew my big butt would be high in the air when we were rock climbing and you’d be looking up at me. I didn’t want you to see any panty lines.”

      “So, on the blanket, during our make-out session, no panties?”

      She shook her head. “No,” she said quietly, almost fearing the predatory look in his eyes.

      Aaron pulled her hands away and stared down at the apex of her thighs. “Fuck,” he moaned. Before she could move to cover herself, he grabbed the edges of her tuxedo shirt and ripped it open then tugged the zipper down, spreading it wide.

      “Aaron!” she screamed as buttons skittered across the floor. “Maggie’s going to kill me.”

      He remained silent, not moving as he stared at her body.

      She began to feel self-conscious and moved to cover herself.

      He caught her arms and held them up by her shoulders.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” He smiled down at her, a predator, holding down his prey.

      “Aaron,” she struggled.

      “God, you’re beautiful.”

      She stared up at his face. He was totally serious.

      His eyes were darker, filled with need and lust. For her.

      He released her hands and unbuttoned his jeans before kicking off his shoes. He slipped his pants and underwear down his legs and stood shamelessly, his impressive erection jutting between them. Slowly he lowered his head and captured one of her freed nipples into his mouth.

      Her breasts ached and tingled where his mouth sucked, sending electrical volts of desire straight to her center. “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Aaron.”

      His delicious torture made her want to beg.

      “Mmm,” he murmured against her skin.

      The vibrations were too much. Kayleigh feared she might come just from his ministrations to her breast. She curled one leg around his leg and ground against his hard thigh.

      He pressed his hips against hers, giving her the friction she needed but the hose were in her way.

      “Shower,” she said.

      He leaned back and stared down at her. “I’m pretty sure you’re already wet.”

      Her face heated with embarrassment which was completely foreign. She was usually the one that had everyone blushing.

      Aaron slipped his fingers into her hose and pulled them down her legs, one teasing inch at a time. He stepped back, his gaze roaming over her body. “Holy, fuck,” he breathed out, shaking his head.

      “What?” She crossed one leg over the other, trying to hide.

      He moved up, his hands slipping into her hair as his mouth crashed down on hers. He was hungry and hot, his needy arousal pressed firmly against her belly.

      She opened to him, her tongue meeting his as their embrace turned desperate.

      “I stink,” she moaned against his lips.

      “No, you don’t,” he said. Without warning, he bent and grasped her in his arms. Shoving aside the shower curtain with his elbow, he stepped inside with her still in his arms.

      The water’s delicious heat slid over her already hypersensitive skin. Suddenly she realized she still had the tuxedo shirt on.

      “The shirt,” she said over the pounding of the shower.

      He released her, letting her body slide tauntingly down his. His erection pressed against her as her nipples scraped against the fine hairs on his chest. The sensations set off a fire of need deep inside her.

      “Aaron,” Kayleigh whispered.

      His fingers slipped under the shirt and shoulder strap of her bra as he tugged them both off her shoulders. The clothes fell at her feet with a wet thud and he kicked them aside.

      Aaron lathered his hands with shower gel and turned her to face the spray of the shower head. The water was warm and slid over her heated skin as his hands followed the same path.

      Kayleigh leaned forward, bracing herself on the wall as Aaron ran his soapy hands over every inch of her body, heating her flesh more than the water had. Every touch teased and taunted her, making her want so much more.

      “God, Aaron.”

      His movements were painfully perfect. Blood thundered in her ears, and lower.

      One hand slid to her breast while the other found its way between her legs, making her moan and thrash. She bucked against his hand, releasing a cry of need. Heat crawled up her spine as her orgasm built to a fever pitch. His fingers felt so good on her, in her. She wanted to hold off her release, but he was making that nearly impossible.

      Overcome with desire and sensation, she came, her body convulsing as she screamed inarticulate words. His hands continued their delicious assault, ringing her dry. When her body finally stilled, she sagged in his arms, not surprised when he caught her.

      That’s when she felt the press of his erection at the small of her back.

      She turned in his arms and gazed up at him, her focus still a little fuzzy. She was sure she looked like a drowned rat, albeit a sated one. Reaching for the body gel, she squirted the soap in her hand. Aftershocks of her orgasm left a delicious burn between her legs.

      She rubbed her hands together until a lather formed then pressed her hands to his chest. She rubbed her palms against his hard muscles, drinking in the sight of him.

      Her hands all but tingled with the erotic sensation of touching him as she ran her fingers up and down his muscled body. His shoulders, his chest, the ridges of muscle on his stomach. She went lower, taking his length into her hands and feeling how hard and ready he was for her.

      As the shower water rinsed the soap from them both, Kayleigh ran her hands almost playfully lightly over his erection. She was teasing him with the lightness of her touch, trying to drive him just as crazy as he had her. Slowly she tightened her grip and ran her hand along the full length of him.

      Aaron groaned, then slammed the nozzle to the shower off.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He scooped her in his arms and stepped out of the shower, dripping wet. He whipped two towels off the rack and stalked out of the room.

      “Aaron,” she laughed.

      “I don’t want to come yet. I want to take my time with you.”

      His low husky voice set her body on fire.

      “I don’t want to do this standing up in a shower the first time,” he said. “The first time I come I want to be buried inside you, holding you, feeling everything.”

      Well, okay. That sounded good, too. “All right,” she said quietly, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Just like that, you’re doing what I say?” he glanced down at her, a small smirk on his face.

      “Well, when what you’re asking for sounds pretty damned good, I don’t have a choice but to do what you say.”

      “That’s my girl.” He laughed.

      She couldn’t help but laugh, too. Aaron Sumner buried deep inside her sounded way better than pretty good. It sounded perfect.
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      Aaron was hard as stone as he carried Kayleigh down the hall toward her bedroom, and her lips tracing a line down his neck didn’t help matters. If he didn’t get inside her soon…well, he didn’t know what was going to happen. As he hoisted her higher, her naked hips rubbed against his erection.

      Hell. That was it.

      He half ran the rest of the way to her room and unceremoniously dropped her on the bed.

      She squealed. The towels he’d grabbed earlier fell by her side. She reached for them but he yanked them away and climbed on top of her.

      “I’m soaking wet, Aaron.”

      One side of his mouth tipped up in a smile. “I know.”

      He laughed, staring down at her.

      She was spread across the comforter, her long blonde hair wet and tousled across the bed. Her hands gripped the bedspread as if she were afraid, which was comical considering there wasn’t much Kayleigh Montgomery was scared of.

      She twisted her hips in an alluring pose and licked her lips.

      Yeah, she wasn’t afraid. She was hungry.

      Every cell in his body vibrated with need. He couldn’t wait to be inside her.

      “Do you have any condoms?” he asked.

      “In the drawer.” She nodded toward her nightstand.

      Aaron reached for one and tossed it to the bed beside them where he could grab it when he was ready for it.

      When he rolled back to her, she was wet and ready for him.

      She laced her arms around his neck. “Hi, pirate.” He laughed, something new for him during sex. He’d had several lovers during his lifetime. Sex had been a nice way to relieve stress during med school. But being with Kayleigh was different. This wasn’t just recreational. It felt like more. He wanted to give her everything.

      “Aaron,” she pleaded, her fingers digging into his hair. “Please, I can’t wait anymore.”

      He let his gaze travel over her body. Her chest heaved, her breasts rising and falling. Her rosy pink nipples called to him, but the way she tugged on his hair, he feared for his scalp if he didn’t give her the release she needed soon.

      He lowered his hand to stroke her. Her body tightened against him as his hand moved against her pulsating skin.

      “Please,” she whimpered.

      He smiled and slipped his fingers into her, finding a spot he knew would send her flying.

      Her skin was flushed, her breathing labored, and she cried out as an orgasm hit her. He didn’t know if he could hold out himself much longer, but he loved the sight of her as pleasure ripped through her.

      When her body fell back on the bed and stilled, he pulled away and sat up on his knees, staring down at her.

      “What was that thing at the end?” she asked, her eyes round with surprise.

      “I’m a doctor,” he winked, leaning over her.

      “I definitely think I’m going to need another exam.” She laughed.

      “That can be arranged.” He dragged her body higher on the bed so he could fit over her then turned and grabbed the condom he’d set aside earlier. He opened the package in record time and slipped it on.

      He glanced down at the sight before him. Never had he seen anything more alluring than Kayleigh Montgomery, sated and waiting for him. He prayed that he didn’t come as soon as he entered her.

      Something deep inside him pulsed red hot with desire and all-consuming need. “Now, my pirate wench” he said, “I need to check you for weapons or contraband.” He traced a circle around her belly button.

      Kayleigh squirmed and giggled.

      “Be still, wench,” he said, slapping her thigh.

      She sucked in a breath and for a moment he thought maybe he’d gone too far. When his eyes met hers, he saw the same dark lust he felt.

      He grinned. “There’ll be more where that came from if you can’t do as you’re told.”

      “Yes sir,” she said on a moan as she stared down at his erection.

      “Please don’t hurt me.” She gave a coy smile.

      I think it’s me who may get hurt, he almost said out loud, surprised by his thoughts.

      She stared up at him as if she’d heard his words.

      Aaron acted in self-preservation when he redirected her. “Hands above your head, lass.”

      A slow smirk spread across her lips. God she was beautiful.

      He slid inside her, giving her no warning as he pushed in to the hilt. Her heat enveloped him and he clamped down his teeth, gulping down air to keep from coming.

      She gasped.

      He stared down at her face and his chest ached. All trace of amusement was gone. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “More than okay.” She smiled, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “May the prisoner make one request, though?”

      He slid out of her and slowly pushed back in, more gently this time. “Go ahead.”

      Her eyes fluttered and her head fell back as her legs tightened around him. “Is it okay if this wench asks for a kiss?”

      Was it okay? Kissing Kayleigh sounded like the most amazing thing he’d heard of in a long time. He leaned down and as his lips pressed against hers, he was lost, like he always was when they kissed.

      A spark lit him from within and he lifted her hips. Changing the angle, he pumped into her, harder, faster, his yearning a burning need inside.

      “Aaron,” she cried out, leaning her head back

      Her body clenched around him. He moved faster still, his hips slamming into hers in fevered frenzy. He couldn’t get enough of her. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, inhaling her scent.

      “Kayleigh,” he moaned against her skin.

      She pushed against him, arching her back as her body went tense. She yelled his name and he was thankful only her vet clinic was next door or someone might call the police, fearing she was being murdered.

      Her body shook in his arms, convulsing, pulling him in closer to his own release. Seconds later, it hit him like a bulldozer and he crashed over the edge, pulsing inside her with a moan. He laid on top of her, trying to catch his breath.

      “Captain,” she said underneath him, pressing into his chest with her hands.

      “I’m sorry.” He pushed off her. “I was probably crushing you.”

      He gazed down at her face. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes glazed.

      She smiled, an unmistakable look of pleasure washing over her beautiful face. “Your body felt good pressed against mine. You’re like one of those thunder vests dogs wear.”

      His brows knitted. “A what?”

      “Never mind.” She shook her head, running her fingers through his hair.

      “Let me take care of this,” he said, rolling off her and going to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. When he reentered the bedroom, she was under the covers, the dog at her feet.

      “Sorry,” she said, pointing down at the dog. “She likes to sleep with me.”

      “You still naked under those sheets?”

      She grinned. “See for yourself.”

      He lifted the covers. “Yep, still naked.”

      “Still naked,” she said, the look of desire in her eyes hard to miss.

      “Then there’s really nothing to be sorry for. Is there room in there for me?”

      “Of course.” She rolled to her side and lifted the blanket.

      He scooted in beside her and covered them, snuggling in next to her. They laid on their sides and he stared at her face, tucking a piece of wayward hair behind her ear. “You’re gorgeous, but you probably already know that.”

      “It never hurts to hear it. From the right person.” Her eyes cut to the mattress.

      “Hey.” He lifted her chin. “What does that mean, from the right person.”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      He watched her, knowing the best way to get Kayleigh to talk was to say nothing.

      She rolled onto her back and let out a hard sigh. “Fine, Oprah.”

      He laughed.

      “When I was young, my mother put me in all kinds of pageants and charm schools. If it was a contest about looks, she put me in it.” She paused. “She would always say, ‘Kayleigh, you’re such a pretty girl, I hope your looks never fade.’”

      “That’s harsh,” he said, rolling over her so he could see her face.

      Her eyes opened and she stared up, seemingly lost in her memories.

      “Yeah, I know that now but back then, being pretty was the only way I could earn my mother’s affection. She never said, ‘Kayleigh you’re so smart’ or ‘Kayleigh you’re so creative.’ Her approval was based on the physical only, and her love always seemed conditional. Like, if I didn’t meet her expectations, I could lose it.”

      He slid a hand across her waist and rolled her toward him, tucking her close. “I’m sorry that happened to you,” he said earnestly. “My dad was hard on us but only when he knew we were slacking and could do better. His love was never contingent on anything, though. That must have been hard for you.”

      She nodded and released a deep sigh.

      “What about your father?”

      “Like I said, he was supportive, when he was around.”

      Aaron thought of his own life as a surgeon. His schedule over the last few years had left little room for recreation or family. Hell, it had taken his own father’s death and his mother’s collapse to get him home, except for the occasional holiday. Was that the life he wanted? Was it what he would want for his future family? He’d never really thought about a future outside of surgery until he returned to Canyon Creek. Maybe because for the first time he felt like his future had been ripped away from him.

      “You’re so lucky,” she said staring up at him.

      “How’s that?”

      “You have such a great mom. She loves you guys so much.”

      She did. And he’d been a shit son not coming home sooner to take care of her. She’d devoted her life to him and his brothers.

      “Yeah, she is.” He sat and thought about family for a long while.

      She lifted onto one elbow. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to kill the afterglow.”

      He laughed, playing with a strand of her hair that fell onto his chest. “You didn’t. At least not for me.”

      She smiled and kissed him gently.

      He ran a hand over her naked thigh. “Besides, I’m pretty sure we can make more afterglow.”

      She giggled and fell onto his chest, her fingers making circles up and down his body. He was already rock hard again but he needed to talk to her.

      “Are you still going back home to Boston for your brother’s wedding?”

      Her hand stopped moving. “I don’t know.” She shrugged.

      He realized she’d probably extended the invitation to go with her just to get his mind off his own problems. But after hearing about her family, he believed now more than ever that she needed closure with them.

      “I think you should.”

      She peeked up at him. “Why?”

      “Family’s important.”

      She pushed up on her hands and he tried to keep his eyes focused on her face and not her glorious breasts. It wasn’t easy, but in his defense, she was naked. “That’s rich, coming from a man who’s been home, what two times in the last two years?”

      He’d poked the lion and he knew she’d strike back. He pushed back her hair and slid it over her shoulder, revealing even more of her chest but he kept his eyes locked on hers. “You’re right,” he said. “I totally fucked up. I missed out on spending time with my father because I was too busy. In the end it cost me more than you can imagine. I don’t want to do that again.” He paused. “And I’d hate to see you do it.”

      Her eyes searched his, hers glistening with unshed tears. “I’m sorry, Aaron, I didn’t mean to be cruel.”

      “You weren’t cruel,” he said, pulling her down to his chest. “You were honest. Like I’m being honest with you.” Their breathing found a rhythm that matched and Aaron couldn’t remember feeling more at peace. He turned and kissed her head. “They need to see you, Kayleigh. And you need to see them.”

      “You said you’d go with me,” she said. Her head was turned away, so he barely heard her.

      “I will. I meant it.”

      She stared down at him, her long blonde hair forming a curtain around their faces. Her cheeks were stained and he knew she’d let some of those tears fall when her head was turned away. She’d hidden it from him intentionally.

      “I’ll go with you if you decide you want to go,” he said.

      “Okay,” she said softly, leaning down to kiss him. Before he could deepen their embrace, she sat up, her legs straddling his hips. She was smiling now, that beautiful, gorgeous smile that made men do stupid things, like travel thousands of miles with her to visit her dysfunctional family.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his hands caressing her thighs.

      She grabbed his wrists and yanked his hands above his heads. Which put her breasts right in his line of sight. Before he could reach out and touch them, she sat back on her heels.

      “There’s a mutiny at sea, Cap’n. The captives are taking over the ship.”

      He laced his fingers behind his head, completely okay with the rebellion. “Are you holding me hostage?”

      “That I am, mate,” she growled out in her best pirate voice.

      “Nice. Please tell me you’re not going to make me walk the plank.”

      She laughed. “It would be a fitting sentence, but no. For you, we’re going to have all hands on deck.” She held up her fingers and wiggled them in the air.

      “Well, shiver me timbers.” He laughed.

      She wrapped her hands around his erection and squeezed.

      He bucked up against her. “Kayleigh.” It came out a growl.

      “No back talk from the captive,” she said, giving him another squeeze. She loosened her hold and her hand began to move.

      Christ, she felt good.

      She wiggled her hips down his body until her legs were straddling his knees. He grew harder in her hands. Slowly she lowered her face, licking her lips, her eyes never leaving his. As she lowered her mouth and took him in, the term “There she blows,” took on a much different meaning.
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      Kayleigh sat back in her chair with a sigh. She’d been staring at the numbers on her laptop every break she got. Now it was lunch time and rather than run out to the café with her staff, she’d decided to stay in the office and brutalize herself more.

      She’d never been a math whiz but even she knew she couldn’t crunch the numbers any harder than she already had. Her only option to raise more revenue was to raise her prices. Many of her clients could barely afford her rates now. Canyon Creek was a ski town, so there were a few people who had money, but a lot of those people were tourists or people who lived in town only part of the year.

      Many of the “townies”—the people who lived and worked in town all year—didn’t have income on a steady basis. And the income they had wasn’t big.

      She gave many of these residents discounted rates, or let them pay her with goods. Kayleigh had never been good at saying no, especially in the face of an animal and the person who loved it.

      “Knock, knock,” someone said.

      Kayleigh jumped and glanced up in her doorway. Her frown quickly turned to a smile.

      Aaron.

      After their night together, she felt closer to him and that scared the shit out of her. He was only here temporarily, although now that she thought about it, he never talked about going back to Chicago. She wasn’t sure how she would feel if he stayed. She knew, though, if he did end up leaving, it would hurt like hell.

      When, she reminded herself. She couldn’t get her hopes up at all that he might stay. That just wasn’t a smart thing to do.

      “I was helping Doc Olson at the clinic and stopped by the café for lunch. I tried to text you but you didn’t answer.”

      She felt the pockets of her coat. Her phone wasn’t in either of them.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “I ran into Shelly and Audra at the café. They said you refused to leave the office so I brought lunch to you.” He held up a huge take-out bag.

      Her heart did a little flip. A man who fed her could easily steal her heart. “What did you bring?” She cleared a spot on her abused desk.

      “When was the last time you saw the bottom of this thing?” he asked, laughing.

      “Ha, ha, very funny,” she said, lifting stacks of folders and depositing them onto the floor. When she’d finally cleared off enough space, Aaron set the bag down and began removing the contents.

      “I wasn’t sure what you liked so I have a couple of choices.”

      What day of the week was it, she wondered. Days blended together with her schedule. It had been nice to take the four days off, but inevitably she’d always come back to a mess. She couldn’t complain though. The animals were cared for while she was away, and that’s where her priorities were. If the paperwork piled up, she could live with that.

      She smelled the delicious aroma of fried chicken. It must be Thursday.

      “I’ve got a plate of fried chicken, mashed potatoes and fried okra, with a side of heart attack.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “I’ll take it.” She scooped up the container and set it in front of her, unrolling the pack of plastic utensils.

      “Huh.” Aaron shrugged and pulled out the other container.

      “What?” She scooted her chair in and opened her meal. The smell hit her hard and she drooled like Pavlov’s dog.

      “Didn’t picture you for a fried chicken kind of gal,” he said.

      She picked up the chicken leg and bit into it like she hadn’t eaten in days. “Why?” she asked around a mouthful of food.

      He laughed. “Slow down, Sea Biscuit.”

      “What?” Her face scrunched. “Did you just call me a horse?”

      “You’re attacking that food like a horse.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “I can see.”

      She peered over the top of her container. “What did you get?”

      He opened the lid and she winced.

      “Salad? Really?”

      “Don’t laugh,” he said. “I seriously thought I’d be eating the chicken, not you.”

      She burst into laughter. “If you haven’t noticed by now, I’m not really a salad eating kind of girl.”

      He raised a brow and smiled. “Oh, I’ve noticed, trust me.”

      That smile, it did things to her. Things that it shouldn’t in the middle of the day, in her office. And yet she couldn’t help herself.

      “Earth to Kayleigh.”

      She blinked several times. Damn. She’d gotten lost in a fantasy.

      His smile broadened and he winked. “Hmm, hmm, should I give you a penny?”

      “For what?” she asked, biting into the chicken leg again.

      “For your thoughts.”

      She cocked a brow. “I’m pretty sure you know what they were.”

      “Same as mine probably.” He squirmed in his seat.

      “Uncomfortable?” She laughed as he rearranged himself.

      “I swear I just came here for lunch.” The sexy gleam in his hazel brown eyes said he was up for other things.

      She swallowed her bite in one gulp that she was pretty sure was audible. “Water,” she half-shouted. “We need water.” She jumped from her seat and bolted toward the small break room, yanking open the fridge. Reaching inside for two bottles, she rested for a moment letting the frigid air cool her heated skin.

      “You okay in there?” Aaron shouted from her office, laughter in his voice.

      She closed the door and quickly made her way back into her office, skirting around him. The heat radiating from his intimate look was lethal.

      She handed him a bottle of water. “Here you go.”

      He grabbed it from her, fingers skimming across hers. “Thanks.”

      “So what were you working on when I got here?” He nodded toward her laptop that was still open and filled with spreadsheets, most of which were glowing red.

      She closed the computer. “Just paperwork and stuff.”

      His eyes went to a sheet of paper on the corner of her desk. It was her schedule for her vet school loan payback.

      “Have you ever thought about maybe pooling your services, say with Doc?”

      “How so?” She shoved in a mouthful of mashed potatoes. God, she loved comfort food.

      “I don’t know, maybe bulk medicine, antibiotics, surgical supplies. I’m not sure what all a vet uses but I’m sure some of it’s the same as what doctors need. Maybe there would be some economies of scale if you pooled your orders.”

      Kayleigh shrugged. “Yeah, maybe.” It had never occurred to her to ask around for help.

      Aaron laughed.

      “What?”

      “You’re so stubborn, you’ve never thought of asking for help have you?”

      “Whatever.” She stabbed a big bite of his salad, figuring she needed to make up for this cholesterol feast in front of her. “I’m just…” How could she put it without sounding like she was a bitch?

      “Independent,” he said.

      “Yes.” She smiled. “Independent. That’s a good word.”

      “Driven. Hard-headed. Willful.”

      “Hey, wait a minute.”

      He held up a hand. “All great qualities, in some cases. But not in this one.” He nodded toward her laptop.

      “You’re right.”

      Aaron dropped his fork into his container and clutched his chest. “What did you just say?”

      “Shut it.” She threw her napkin at him.

      He caught it mid-air and wiped his mouth.

      Showoff.

      “Kayleigh, I think you’re amazing.”

      A small smile crept up her face.

      “I totally believe you can make this clinic work. With a few tweaks. But you’re going to have to let people help you.”

      “Like who?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe hire a consultant. Let them come in here and evaluate.”

      “I can’t afford a consultant,” she said.

      “You could barter, maybe vet services.”

      “My schedule is already maxed out.” God, her situation was looking more dire by the minute.

      “Maybe you could take on a partner, another vet, or backer of some sort with a vested interest?”

      “Absolutely not.” She closed the lid on her lunch, her appetite gone. There were a lot of things she was willing to do to save the clinic, but taking a partner, relying on someone else wasn’t one of them. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “Stubborn,” he mumbled under his breath.

      “What about you, Mr. Fancy Pants Surgeon?”

      He flinched and she immediately regretted her words.

      He closed his container as well, salad only half eaten. “What about me?”

      “You’ve got some decisions to make, don’t you? Have you even told your family about the tremor?”

      Aaron remained unmoved.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not my business.”

      “No, you’re right. I do have some decisions to make. And my family needs to know.”

      “Do you like it here?” Oh, God, she sounded like that girl. The pathetic one who pined after the boy everyone knew didn’t want her long-term.

      “I do, actually.” He smiled. “More than I anticipated.”

      Did that mean he wanted to stay in Canyon Creek? His decision could change everything about their relationship. It could go from short-term casual to…what? And was she okay with that? Maybe Maggie was right, she shouldn’t get involved with a Sumner boy.

      Then, again, maybe he wouldn’t want that even if he was staying. Her stomach clenched at the realization that Aaron might not want anything more than a casual fling, no matter where he lived.

      “I guess I need to ask for help more, too,” he said.

      “See,” she smiled, “I’m not the only stubborn ass in the room.”

      He stood and moved around the desk to stand behind her. “But you have the finest ass in the room.” He turned her chair to face him, his hands gripping the armrests on either side as he pulled her chair toward him.

      She swallowed hard.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “What are you thinking?” Her gaze held his, butterflies swirling in her stomach. She hadn’t felt this way about a boy in…well, ever.

      He moved even closer, his breath warm on her face. “I’m thinking how I want to make you forget about money problems and spreadsheets.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed and she may have moaned.

      His lips gently pressed against hers. “About how I want to lick every inch of you and suck you and—”

      Someone cleared their throat in the doorway.

      Aaron released her chair and took a step back as Kayleigh twirled around.

      Shelly stood in the doorway, a shit-eating grin on her face.

      “Yes,” Kayleigh croaked out, struggling to sound professional.

      Shelly’s gaze traveled from Kayleigh to Aaron and back again, one brow arched high.

      Kayleigh shook her head, willing away the lurid memories in her mind. “Shelly?” she asked.

      “J.D. Ferguson is here,” she said.

      She glanced down at her watch then looked to Aaron.

      “Sorry. He shows up early a lot of the time. Coming here is a little bit of a social event for him.”

      “I should get going anyway,” Aaron said, placing the containers back in the bag.

      “Don’t rush on my account,” Shelly said with a playful grin. “Lina’s out in front, talking to him.”

      “What’s Lina doing here?” Kayleigh asked.

      “She just stopped by to see if you needed her this afternoon.”

      Kayleigh was so blessed to have so many people willing to help her. Why had she not seen it until Aaron opened her eyes? “Okay, I’ll be out in a few.”

      “Take your time.” Shelly laughed, giving Kayleigh a wink before she closed the door.

      “I’m pretty sure Shelly wants us to have sex on this desk right now,” Aaron said, his palms placed on the wood as if testing the weight.

      “That was so embarrassing.” She jumped from her seat and began shuffling papers. “I should really get out there and see Mr. Ferguson.”

      “I thought you said he was early.”

      “He is, but, we spend a lot of time talking.”

      “That’s one of the first lessons you learn in medicine,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Time management.”

      She sighed and shook her head. The hectic life of modern human medicine, run by huge insurance companies was one of the many reasons Kayleigh had chosen veterinary medicine. “My work is different.”

      “Well maybe that’s part of the problem.”

      Kayleigh glared. She didn’t like his attitude, or his tone.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, dropping the bag on her desk and walking toward her. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Look, Aaron, that kind of mentality may work for you in the big city, but it doesn’t here. Mr. Ferguson lost his wife six months ago to cancer. He’s lonely, he’s hurting. He’s here for himself just as much as Pebbles. I’ll never let some ‘consultant’ make me whittle down my time with patients. Especially if they need me.”

      “Well, what about your prices? How much does Mr. Ferguson pay for the extra time.”

      She stared down at the floor, knowing this was one of her problems.

      Aaron lifted her chin and stared into her eyes. “What you’re doing here, for the animals and their owners is amazing, Kayleigh. But if you want to be able to keep helping them, something’s got to give. Maybe there’s a way to balance the extra time you give to your patients without it getting out of control. You don’t have to cut your visits to fifteen minutes each, but maybe there’s a happy medium.”

      He was right, she just wasn’t sure where she could afford to give up money, control, time? None of them sounded easy for a stubborn girl like her.

      Aaron reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone. Glancing down at the screen he said, “I’m sorry, I’ve got to take this.” He moved to leave but she stopped him.

      “Here, stay in my office. I’m going to go grab Mr. Ferguson.” She turned to leave but Aaron caught her wrist and twirled her around. Before she could speak, his lips crashed down on hers, his hand wrapping tight around her neck.

      God, he tasted good, he smelled good, he…she couldn’t think when he was this close.

      She pulled away. “Your call,” she laughed, nodding toward his phone.

      He shook his head as if he’d been in a lust-filled daze as much as she was. “Oh, yeah. Thanks.” He glanced down then looked back up at her. “Sorry, it’s important.”

      “You can sit here. I’ve got to go start my afternoon. Take your time.” Before she left, he slid an arm around her waist and brought her in for a quick kiss. She stumbled backward, hand to her mouth.

      He laughed as he answered his phone. “This is Dr. Sumner.”

      Dr. Sumner. Man that sounded sexy. She wondered if Dr. Montgomery sounded as sexy to him. She shrugged and left the office, making her way down the hall.

      “That was some lunch in there,” Shelly smiled like she knew a delicious secret—which now she did.. “No wonder you didn’t want to go to the café with us. I would have stayed in the office to play with that hunky doctor, too.”

      Kayleigh searched the hall, thankful when she found it empty. She leaned in close and whispered angrily. “We did not have sex, Shelly.”

      Shelly shrugged one shoulder. “There was definitely something going on in there.”

      Kayleigh would admit to that and wondered what would have happened if Shelly hadn’t returned. Sex on her desk with Aaron sounded really good.

      “Good, God, get ahold of yourself, doctor,” Shelly said, fanning Kayleigh’s face. “Your face is as flushed as my momma’s when she did the Macarena at my cousin’s wedding.”

      Kayleigh ducked her head in embarrassment. Apparently, she was unable to hide her feelings anymore. This couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Want me to take J.D. and Pebbles back now?” Shelly asked.

      “What’s the complaint this time?”

      Shelly glanced down at the clipboard. “Says he thinks Pebbles may have hemorrhoids, or a tape worm, or…” she studied the note further. “Heartworm. I think he’s really grasping at straws now.”

      “Doesn’t matter, let’s check them out.”

      “Which one?” Shelly asked.

      “Both.”

      Shelly nodded and laughed. “I’ll put him in room three.”

      Kayleigh patted down her coat. “Okay, I’ll be right in. I forgot my stethoscope in my office.”

      “Take your time,” Shelly waved, rounding the corner and disappearing.

      Kayleigh walked back to her office, opening the door quietly so she wouldn’t interrupt Aaron.

      “No, thanks for calling Dr. Ewing. The position sounds wonderful.” Aaron stood with his back to the door, talking on his phone.

      Position? What position? Aaron hadn’t told her of any job offers. Was Dr. Ewing a colleague in Chicago?

      “I’d like to talk to the staff first to see what they would think about me taking over.”

      He was leaving. Aaron was going back to Chicago. She should have been happy, relieved even, but something in her heart cracked. She’d started to let herself think he might stay. That this relationship between them, this, whatever it was right now, might go somewhere.

      She stepped away from the door and hurried down the hall, her mind a whirlwind of emotions.

      “Did you get your scope?” Shelly asked, rounding the corner.

      Kayleigh froze. She’d completely forgotten her reason for going into her office in the first place.

      “That’s okay,” Shelly said, taking hers from around her neck. “You can use mine.”

      Kayleigh took the instrument but stood silently in the hallway.

      “Hey, you okay?” Shelly asked. “Kayleigh?”

      Something bumped her arm. “What?” She glanced up.

      Shelly was holding out a file folder. “Are you okay? What just happened?”

      Nothing happened, she thought. Just what she had wanted when this whole affair with Aaron started. If that were true then why did it feel like an 18-wheeler had just knocked her over?
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      “There you go.” Ben stepped back and pointed at the computer sitting on a small desk inside Doc Olson’s office.

      “It’s a secure line?” Aaron asked.

      “Yep,” Ben answered.

      “And the camera and audio is set up?”

      Ben stared at him like he was an idiot. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Aaron said. “You know I’m technologically challenged.”

      Ben laughed.

      Aaron had purchased the equipment to set Canyon Creek Medical Clinic up for telemedicine and teleconferencing for Doc Olson. It would allow Doc to access hundreds of specialists all with the touch of a button. Hopefully, townspeople wouldn’t have to travel so far for specialty care. And Doc would be able to be in the office more if he could discuss patient’s cases with other specialists. It was a win-win for everyone.

      “Yes, I know how challenged you are. I remember when you thought you could help mom set up her email back in the day. I still haven’t figured out what you did, but she’s still getting messages about erectile dysfunction.”

      Aaron shot him the bird behind Doc Olson’s back.

      “Doc here probably knows more about computers than you do.” Ben snorted.

      It was the truth, and not something Aaron was proud of. In the operating room, he used robotic surgical tools with no problems, but basic computer work sometimes baffled him.

      “It’s so funny,” Ben said.

      “What?” Aaron asked.

      “You can perform these high-tech surgeries saving people’s lives and rebuilding their hearts,” Ben paused.

      Aaron swallowed. Not anymore, he wanted to say.

      Ben didn’t notice. “And yet, I ask you if the computer booted up and you have to ask Doc’s wife to come check out the system.”

      “Whatever.” Aaron’s tone was more severe than he’d intended.

      Ben and Doc stared at him.

      “Everything okay?” Doc asked.

      No. Nothing was okay.

      He was developing deeper feelings for Kayleigh than he was comfortable with. He wanted to help her, but she refused. And his dream job had been snatched from underneath him. Sure, Dr. Ewing—his attending back in Chicago—had just offered him a position heading up their outreach program for heart health awareness, but it was a token job that held no appeal to him whatsoever.

      There was a stiff silence before Aaron brushed off the question. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, it’s good to have you back, Aaron.” Doc slapped him on the back. “Even if it is just for a short time. You’re showing this old dog some new tricks.”

      Aaron nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “What’s going on with you?” Ben asked, stepping closer and squeezing his shoulder.

      “Do you guys have a minute?” Aaron asked. It was time to talk to the people who loved him.

      Doc looked up at the clock. “We don’t have another patient for about twenty minutes.”

      For some reason, Aaron liked the fact that Doc had turned them into a team, saying “we.”

      “Please,” Ben laughed, “I’ve got fifty-plus crazy-ass women waiting for me to help set up an event or fix something that broke or whatever back at the lodge. I’m looking for a way to hide out for as long as I can.”

      “Fifty?” Doc said. “That’s a lot, even for a lady-killer like you.” Doc laughed.

      “God no.” Ben shook his head. “I’m talking about my mother, Aunt Sally, Maggie, Lily and a gaggle of women romance readers at the wedding barn for a romance book festival.”

      “A what?” Aaron asked.

      “They’re trying to drive more tourism to Canyon Creek. Emmett was supposed to organize a book festival. I thought it would be regular books.”

      “What do you mean, regular?” Doc asked.

      “Mystery, sci-fi, thrillers, that kind of shit,” Ben said.

      “And that’s not what it is?” Aaron asked.

      Ben shook his head squeezing his temples. “Hell no, it’s not. I could kill Emmett.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Someone knocked on the door. They all glanced up.

      “Hey, honey,” Doc’s wife, Bernie said. “I want to get out of here right at five. I’ve got to pick Kayleigh up for the rom-com festival at the lodge.”

      “The what?” Doc asked.

      “Romantic comedy festival,” she said as if her husband of forty years was an idiot. “I told you about it last week. Some of the best-selling authors of romance will be there. Along with some of the cover models.” She grinned with a salacious expression that no sixty-plus year old ever should.

      “And Kayleigh’s going?” Aaron asked.

      “Who do you think told me about it?” Mrs. Olson smiled. “Paula Sloane is helping host the event and is giving away prize packs every ten minutes. They’ve got some great books for sale, too. Just letting you know, hun,” she glanced at Doc Olson, “there’ll be some heavy charges to the credit card.” She mumbled something under her breath and Aaron could swear she said, “heavy petting.”

      Oh, God. Why hadn’t Kayleigh mentioned anything about a book event, he wondered?

      “Toodles, boys.” Mrs. Olson waggled her fingers and left the room, closing the door behind her.

      Aaron stared at his brother. “Yeah, sorry about that, bro. Have fun with the book ladies.”

      “You’re not as sorry as you’re going to be.” Ben smirked.

      “Hell, no.” Aaron said. “I’m putting my foot down on this one. No way I’m helping.”

      “Maggie wants us to serve champagne and chocolates before the evening event starts.”

      “Fuck. That.” Aaron said.

      “What are you bitching about?” Ben said. “Maybe you could pick up some phone numbers of hot, horny chicks.”

      There was only one chick he was interested in, and he already had Kayleigh’s number.

      “Or guys,” Doc said, laughing.

      “Good one.” Ben gave Doc Olson a high-five. “I mean, really, Aaron, they say those romance books are like verbal porn.”

      Aaron wanted to nod in agreement, thinking of Kayleigh’s books.

      “Definitely is for the Missus.” Doc Olson nodded.

      Aaron cringed. “Oh, God, please.  Can we change the subject?”

      “I’m here all afternoon,” Ben said. “No way I’m going back to that feeding frenzy of mommy porn today.”

      “Okay, okay, enough of that. So,” Doc Olson said, “with this new contraption, I can talk to Devlin’s OB/Gyn in Vail?” Doc asked, pointing to the computer.

      “Yeah, totally.” Ben clicked on the software and began typing.

      “I touched base with my friend at Northwestern about Devlin,” Aaron said. “Of course, he confirmed that the spotting was normal, but definitely suggested she see her doctor twice a week for now. I talked to Devlin and Max and reassured them.”

      Ben straightened and turned. “What the hell’s going on with Devlin? Is she okay? Are the babies okay?”

      Aaron wasn’t surprised Max hadn’t shared the news.

      “Yeah,” he said, “she’s fine, just normal stuff with the pregnancy.” Aaron didn’t want to say more. It was Devlin and Max’s story to share.

      “Oh, good. Shit man,” Ben wiped his forehead, “you scared the hell out of me.”

      Aaron turned to Doc. “I ordered the ultrasound machine we talked about.”

      “Aaron, we can’t afford it,” Doc said.

      “It’s all right, I found a state grant that funds almost all of it. And I talked to my colleagues in Chicago and we’re all pitching in. I ordered a used one from Northwestern. It’s in great condition. And I think Kayleigh can use it at the vet clinic too when she needs to. It’s portable.”

      He hadn’t told Kayleigh, but he’d been researching ways for her to save money at the clinic. And more importantly, ways for her to receive more money, in the way of grants. He knew she was already doing so much for free, but there were ways she could get reimbursed for that. He’d wanted to talk to her about it the other day, but his phone call had interrupted their conversation.

      “Hey, um…” Aaron kicked his shoe, not sure how to start this conversation. “I need to talk to you guys about something, but I’d appreciate it if it stayed between us. For right now anyway.”

      “This sounds serious,” Doc said. “Should we sit?”

      Aaron glanced at his brother.

      Ben stood up from the computer and stared at him, brows furrowed.

      “Yeah, maybe so.”

      Doc walked around his desk and sat in his worn leather chair, motioning to the two on the other side. Aaron and Ben both sat. The two men stared at him.

      Aaron clenched his hand to steady it, even though it wasn’t really trembling right now.

      “There’s a reason I came back to Canyon Creek. More than what I’ve told anyone.”

      “Well, no shit,” Ben said.

      Aaron glanced up and saw concern and fear in his brother’s eyes.

      “What’s going on, Aaron?” Doc Olson wasn’t quite as blunt as Ben.

      Aaron kept his eyes trained on Doc, knowing he would understand without tons of explanation. “I’ve been diagnosed with what they call benign essential tremor.”

      “Oh, my God,” Ben sucked in a breath, “is that cancer?”

      “No,” Doc answered for him.

      “Aaron?” Ben pushed.

      Aaron looked at his brother. “No, it’s not cancer. It just means I have a tremor in my hand that science has no explanation for.”

      “How bad is it?” Ben asked. “I haven’t seen it since you’ve been here.”

      “I worked hard so you wouldn’t.” Aaron stared at Doc. “You saw it.” It was a statement not a question.

      Doc nodded.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Wasn’t my place to pry,” Doc said. “You know that’s not my style.”

      “So what does that mean for you?” Ben said.

      “Short-term, it means I can’t perform surgery.”

      “And long-term?” Ben asked.

      Aaron stared at his brother, willing him to understand without having to say the words.

      Ben nodded once, as understanding dawned. “Fuck, man, I’m sorry.”

      The three sat in silence for several moments.

      “So does it get better? I mean are their meds or therapy or surgery or something?” Ben finally asked and Aaron almost wished he’d only told Doc for now. He wouldn’t have to answer so many questions.

      “There are meds, but they’re not working for me anymore,” he said. “My team can’t take the liability of me being in the operating room with an unsteady scalpel.”

      God, saying the words had his throat burning, making it hard to swallow. Aaron looked down, struggling to steady his breath.

      “How long has this been going on?” Ben asked.

      Aaron didn’t look up. “Since medical school.”

      A strong hand gripped his shoulder. “We’ll figure this out, bro.” Ben said. “There’s got to be something we can do.”

      Aaron appreciated the way his brother had inserted himself in the cure. He cut his eyes to Doc Olson. He was a medical professional, had seen more than his fair share of just about everything as a small-town doctor.

      Doc’s face remained passive. He wouldn’t placate Aaron with empty promises.

      “What are you going to do now?” Ben asked.

      “I’m not sure. The hospital wanted me to take six months off for rest and relaxation to see if it would help.”

      Ben laughed. “We’ve hardly let you rest and relax.”

      “Actually, it’s been great being back home, helping at the lodge, being with the family.” He glanced across the desk to his mentor and friend. “Working with Doc.”

      Doc smiled. “I’ve enjoyed it, too.”

      “You thinking about staying in Canyon Creek?” Ben asked.

      “I’m not sure. The hospital called me a few days ago. Offered me a non-surgical position.”

      “Are you going to take it?” Doc asked.

      Aaron leaned back in his chair and released a heavy sigh. He was almost ninety percent sure he wasn’t. “It would be torture, being so close to the specialty I loved and not being able to do rotations.”

      “True,” Ben said.

      “It all just feels like a huge failure.”

      Doc leaned over the desk, steepling his fingers and resting them under his chin. It was a classic gesture anytime he was about to impart words of wisdom, or a reprimand, when Aaron was younger.

      “Now why would you say it’s a failure?” Doc asked.

      “All I ever wanted to be was a heart surgeon.” Aaron said.

      Doc raised a brow. “Ever?”

      “Okay, maybe not ever.” Aaron nodded. When he’d left for college his intent had always been to return to Canyon Creek and practice there.

      “Is it the surgery you’ll miss or the title?” Doc Olson asked.

      Aaron stared, his face wrinkled. “I love the heart, it’s an amazing organ. I loved operating and saving people.”

      “You can save people in any branch of medicine, Aaron. You know that.”

      He did. He’d seen Doc Olson save many patients during his time volunteering during high school.

      “I’ve got to admit,” Ben said, “cardio thoracic surgeon does sound impressive. Is that what you’re going to miss the most?”

      Aaron shrugged. “Maybe.” Probably. “Not the only thing though. I just liked being the best. And I was the best.”

      “Conceited much?” Ben asked.

      “It’s the dreaded God Complex,” Doc said.

      “You know, when I came home after Dad’s funeral, I never thought I’d stay,” Ben said. “I loved my single life in Seattle, loved my business. But once I got here and remembered what it was like to live in a small town,  I re-evaluated everything.”

      “Didn’t hurt that you had Maggie in your bed.” Aaron snorted.

      “True,” Ben nodded. “But rumor has it you have a little blonde-haired doctor in your own bed.”

      “Max,” he growled.

      Ben shook his head. “It wasn’t Max.”

      “Then who was it?”

      “Maggie.”

      “Who else knows?” Aaron sat up in his chair.

      “I don’t know, why?” Ben shrugged off Aaron’s alarm.

      “Kayleigh wanted to keep it low-key and under wraps. She didn’t want anyone to know,” Aaron said.

      “And you?” Ben asked.

      “You know how Ma is when she finds out any of us have feelings for a girl.”

      Ben looked smug. “So you do have feelings for Kayleigh?”

      “And this is one of the reasons I don’t want to live in a small town.” Aaron huffed. “Frigging rumor mills.”

      “Is there anything you do like in Canyon Creek?” Doc Olson asked.

      “Kayleigh,” Aaron said before he could stop himself.

      “Boy’s got it bad.” Doc laughed.

      Ben stood and slapped Doc’s outstretched hand.

      “Nothing wrong with staying for a woman,” Ben said.

      “I did.” Doc nodded.

      “Seriously?” Aaron studied his mentor. He’d never heard this story.

      “Yep. Bernie’s dad wouldn’t give his blessing to our marriage because he thought I would take her away. I was in town on vacation with my family.”

      “But you stayed?”

      “I finished med school, came back on breaks. But yeah, after I graduated I moved here. Canyon Creek needed a doctor, and I’d lost my heart to Bernie years before. The sad thing was, Bernie’s father passed away six months after we married.”

      Gone too soon. Just like his father, Aaron thought.

      “You liked to operate on hearts, Aaron,” Doc Olson said. “You’re damned good too, I know. It’s time you figured out what’s in your heart now. Cut it open and figure out what you love to do, where your passion lies. You’ll never go wrong when you follow your heart. In love and life.”

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in,” Doc called out.

      Fiona poked her head in.

      “Hey, dear.”

      Worry lines wrinkled Fiona’s eyes and forehead. “Listen, we just got a call from the ranch. Izzie’s running a high fever.”

      “Again?” Doc and Aaron said in unison.

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “They’re bringing her in now. We’ll work her in.”

      “Thanks, Fiona, we’ll be right out.” Doc studied Aaron with an arched brow.

      “Yeah,” Aaron answered the silent question, “we’ll be there.”

      “Hey, Ben,” Doc said, standing and pointing to the computer, “you think you can get that contraption going? I’d like to talk to Dr. Stephenson. He’s an ENT I refer patients to in Denver sometimes. I’m pretty sure he’s linked up.”

      “If not, we can Face Time him,” Aaron said, pulling out his phone.

      Doc tugged a white jacket off the coat rack and handed it to Aaron. “Ready, doctor?” He smiled.

      Ben shook his head. “Still sounds weird.”

      Aaron laughed.

      “Super proud of you, bro.”  Ben smiled. “We’ll figure it all out together, okay. You’re not alone in this.” Ben squeezed his shoulder and Aaron nodded.

      He wasn’t in this alone, and that would make all the difference.
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      Aaron sagged against the outside of the wedding barn. He’d never been groped more in his life. And some of the women at the book conference were older than his mother.

      He shuddered as he worked to forget the last hour of his life.

      “Pretty cool, huh?” Max said.

      Aaron stared at his brother like he was insane. “What part of any of that was cool?” he asked.

      “Oh, come on, when was the last time you got man-handled?” Max laughed. “Oh, wait, yeah, don’t answer. Kayleigh’s been man-handling you for a while, huh?”

      Devlin joined them and Max leaned down, kissing his fiancée full on the lips like he hadn’t seen her in a year instead of thirty minutes “We need to get you home, get your feet up.”

      “Several of the authors gave me their cards,” she said, pulling out a handful of business cards. “Said if you’re ever interested in modeling—”

      Max held up a hand. “Never. Ever.”

      “Only for me?” She lifted a shoulder as if innocent. Her swollen belly said she was anything but.

      “How are you feeling?” Aaron asked.

      Devlin’s hand grazed down her protruding belly. “Much better. Thank you so much for giving me a second opinion. I love my doctor, but it was reassuring to have someone else confirm things.”

      “Hopefully by your next check-up we’ll have our ultrasound here and Doc Olson can examine you.”

      Max scowled. “Well you’re sure the fuck not going to examine my wife.”

      Devlin giggled and shoved at Max. “I’m your fiancée, we’re not married.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he growled, his eyes never leaving Aaron’s.

      “When are you two going to get married?” Aaron asked.

      “Oh, please, don’t get on that train ride.” Devlin rolled her eyes.

      Max glared at his petite fiancée. Aaron wondered how she was going to carry not one, but two offspring of an ex NFL football player.

      “She won’t marry me until after the babies are born,” Max said, his usual fun-loving smile gone.

      Aaron studied Devlin. She twisted her bag in her hand. “Why?”

      She remained silent.

      Max slipped an arm around her shoulders and tucked her protectively against his side. “She says she doesn’t want to look like a whale coming down the aisle.”

      Aaron shook his head. “You don’t look like a whale.”

      “I will,” she said, her head resting on Max’s shoulder.

      “You won’t.” Max kissed the top of her head. “We could both be naked if you want. Would that make you feel better?”

      She laughed and swatted his chest. “Let’s go home. I’m tired.”

      “And hungry?” he asked.

      “I’m always hungry. I’ve got two beasts inside me fighting for food. Hence the reason I look like a whale.”

      “May I say something?” Aaron asked, studying them both.

      Devlin nodded. “Sure.”

      “Life’s short, Devlin. One minute you see the way you want things to be, the next it changes in a heartbeat and you lose everything.”

      Max tilted his head. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Aaron shook his head. He had no idea where the hell that comment had come from.

      “That was about as uplifting as gonorrhea,” Max said. “Thanks, Oprah.”

      Devlin scooted close and took Aaron’s arm in hers. “Are you talking about your dad?”

      Sure, he’d go with that. “Partly,” he said.

      “You’re right, Aaron. It changes in the blink of an eye.” She reached up and kissed his cheek. “I’ll think about it.” Devlin butted up to Max, love shining in her caramel-colored eyes. “Come on, beast.” She held out a hand. “Take me home. Feed me.”

      As they walked away, Max’s head bent and he whispered in Devlin’s ear before kissing her head and tucking her in tighter.

      Aaron knew his brother would be doting on her all the way home. Everyone had told him Max had been waiting on Devlin hand and foot since finding out she was pregnant. Something he knew for a fact irritated Devlin. With the recent scare he also knew that Max would only become more protective.

      Despite Devlin’s uneasiness about getting married, Aaron had never seen him look happier. Love agreed with Max, with all his brothers actually.

      Aaron turned his attention to Kayleigh’s familiar voice coming out of the barn.

      She was talking to someone so he waited until she’d passed by him. He reached out and grabbed her wrist, yanking her toward him.

      She yipped. “What the—”

      “Don’t scream and I won’t hurt your books,” he said low in her ears as he took her plastic bag.

      “Hey,” she screeched, reaching for her books.

      He stepped out of her reach and opened the bag. There were at least ten books, all with similar covers to the one on her nightstand. “Shit girl, you got lots of mommy porn in here.”

      “What?” she said, snatching the bag and tucking it behind her.

      “You okay, Kayleigh?”

      Oh, hell, it was Doc’s wife, Mrs. Olson.

      “I’m fine Bernie,” Kayleigh said over her shoulder.

      Mrs. Olson rounded the corner and saw them standing close. “You looked very nice tonight, Dr. Sumner.” She winked at him.

      Aaron glanced down at his clothes. He’d forgotten they’d dressed him up in a tuxedo that was two sizes too small, the pants hitting him at the ankles. “Uh, thanks.”

      Kayleigh held back a laugh.

      “You still need a ride home, Kayleigh?” Mrs. Olson asked.

      Aaron stepped around Kayleigh, who still clutched her bag of books. “Um, no,” he said, “I’m going to take her home.” Who wouldn’t want to take home a chick who’d just spent three hours inside a romance novel hot house?

      Mrs. Olson glanced around him. “Kayleigh?”

      Aaron watched as Kayleigh worried her lower lip. Shit, did she not want to go? Her lashes lifted and her blue eyes met his. He studied her intently, wondering what was going on in that beautiful mind of hers.

      She let out a deep breath as if she’d been trying to decide what to do. “Thanks Bernie but I guess I’ll let Dr. Sumner take me home.” She smiled up at him and his heart began to beat again. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much he wanted her. He’d just assumed the feeling was mutual. Maybe not.

      “Okay, well you two kids have fun,” Mrs. Olson said.

      “You too, Bernie,” Kayleigh said, waving.

      Mrs. Olson gripped her bag to her chest. “Oh, I will.”

      Oh, fuck, had she just waggled her brows? Aaron turned so she wouldn’t see him gag. Thinking of Doc Olson and his wife—

      Nope. He wasn’t going there.

      Kayleigh turned to face him. “So, to what do I owe this surprise chauffeur service?”

      He shrugged and reached out to wrap an arm around her waist but she pulled away, walking down the path to the lodge.

      “What’s going on with you?” he asked catching up to walk alongside her.

      She glanced up. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re pulling away.” Literally.

      She glanced over her shoulder.  No one was behind them. “I thought we agreed to keep this under wraps.”

      Aaron surveyed the large acreage between the wedding barn and the lodge. Only a handful of people were around, none of whom he knew. She was right though, that was the promise, although now he wasn’t so sure he wanted to hide his feelings. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked quietly beside her.

      They walked into the lodge and wound their way around the small crowd of people inside.

      Emmett stood by the registration desk.

      “Everything okay?” Aaron asked his brother.

      “Yeah,” he said, “just a computer glitch. Ben has the night off so I’m trying to figure it out.”

      “I’d offer to help,” Aaron said, “but, uh…”

      “Yeah, but you’re about as useful as tits on a boar hog.”

      “Emmett!” Emily Dixon swatted his arm. She was the night manager and thankfully the one who had to babysit Emmett tonight.

      Emmett shrugged. “What? It’s true. For a guy who can literally perform open-heart surgery, he’s useless on a computer.”

      Aaron stiffened at the reference to his old life, but Kayleigh moved close to him, closer than she had earlier, and wrapped her hand around his, giving him a gentle squeeze.

      He glanced down.

      Her face held a small smile, offering her sympathy, and her strength.

      He shrugged. It was sinking in that his old life was slipping away. He stared over her head and looked at Emmett. “Well, if you need me…”

      Emmett moved a hand in the air, waving him off. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’ll call Tinker Bell from Neverland first. She’d be more help.”

      Kayleigh snorted, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Not, funny.” Aaron scowled.

      “You’re really that bad with computers?” she asked.

      “Not that bad.” He took her hand in his and pulled her toward the front entrance. Screw this idea of not being discovered. He couldn’t keep his hands off her.

      “Aaron,” she complained behind him, “you’re dragging me.”

      He slowed his pace, glancing behind them. “Sorry.”

      He just wanted her out of the public eye where he could take advantage of her. He tugged her between the cars in the parking lot, shoving her against the passenger side door of his mother’s Jeep. A low growl erupted from his throat as he leaned over her.

      Her head darted around the parking lot. “What are you doing?”

      “This.” His lips crashed down on hers. She fought him, weakly, but within a few seconds, she sank against him. Her arms wound around his neck as her tongue stroked his.

      “Aaron,” she moaned against his mouth.

      Finally after what seemed like hours, he pulled away, needing air. “What?”

      “Let’s go.”

      He smiled and opened the car door, helping her in. He quickly made his way around the front of the Jeep and slid into the driver’s side. “You going to read some of those new books to me tonight?”

      “You’re awfully presumptuous, thinking you’re spending the night.”

      He gave her a playful wink.

      “Hey,” she said, “where are we going? My place is back toward town.”

      “It’s too late to go back to town.” Besides, he was about to pop a load in his pants. There was no way he would make it to Kayleigh’s if he didn’t get inside her in the next ten minutes. “We’re going to my mom’s.”

      “What?” she shrieked, pushing up against the passenger-side door like he had the plague. “I am not going to your mother’s. No way.”

      He glanced at her from the corner of his eye but didn’t change direction. “Why, you don’t like my mom?”

      She gave a humph. “I love your mom, she’s amazing. I’m just not going to spend the night in her house, with her son, doing…” She waved her hand in a circle in front of her.

      “What’s that?”

      “You know.”

      He played dumb and shook his head.

      “Sex,” she whispered.

      “She’s not in the car, Kayleigh.” He laughed.

      She slugged him in the arm. “You know what I mean.”

      The form fitting button-down blouse she wore was tight across her chest, shortening his attention span. But he stopped looking at her body and took a few seconds to study her closer. She seemed pissed.

      He searched for a reason for her annoyance. “My mom’s not home, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “Well, it doesn’t.” She gave another humph sound and crossed her arms over her chest.  Christ, it pushed her breasts up even higher. Now her blouse was even more snug, and causing dangerous things to happen to his body.

      “I tell you what, I won’t do anything, unless you beg me.”

      Kayleigh snorted as she glanced out the window but remained silent.

      “Are you,” he paused, “like, really upset?” She remained silent so he decided to wait until he could pull the car to a stop before he talked to her. She’d seemed off all night, never flirting with him at the book festival when he’d tried so hard. She only seemed interested in the cover models that were around.

      “What’s going on with you?” he asked as he pulled into his mother’s driveway.

      “I’m not going inside,” she said, still staring out the window.

      “Okay, but they said it’s supposed to get down into the fifties tonight. You might be a little cold out here since you didn’t bring a jacket.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’ll call an Uber.”

      “I’m pretty sure Uber doesn’t run in Canyon Creek.”

      “Old Man Mac has a service in town.”

      “Old Man Mac?” he said. “Are you talking about Jasper MacGowen? The crazy taxidermist who lives in the woods outside of town?”

      “Yep,” she nodded. “That’s the one.”

      “That dude is frigging insane.”

      She lurched back and glared. “No, he’s not. He’s…” she seemed to search her brain for just the right word. “He’s eccentric.”

      “He’s not eccentric. Eccentric is when Aunt Sally wears her I Heart Steve Perry T-Shirt to Easter Sunday service because she says he’s her lord and savior. Old Man Mac is certifiable bat-shit crazy.”

      “No, he’s not,” she said with more vehemence than he’d anticipated.

      “Kayleigh, he mixes animal species. The top half of a cat glued to the bottom half a monkey. They’re scary-assed creations. Have you ever seen one?”

      “Yes, I have. He’s stuffed many of my patients who have passed.”

      Aaron squeezed his forehead with his hand. “Jesus, Kayleigh.”

      “What?”

      He sat with the car idling and stared at her. “What’s going on tonight?”

      She finally turned her head and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like you’ve been fighting me all night. I say black, you say white.”

      She sat quietly, arms still crossed, staring out the front window.

      “Kayleigh,” he said quietly, taking one hand and tugging it from her body. “What’s going on? Did I do something?” He played back the last few days in his head but couldn’t think of anything. But then, he was a guy, so…

      “I heard your conversation,” she said, staring down at their joined hands.

      “What conversation?”

      “With your hospital, in Chicago.”

      “When? What conversation?”

      “The other day,” she said, “in my office at the vet clinic.”

      Oh, shit. The conversation with Dr. Ewing offering him a job.

      “Are you going back?” she asked, her head down, still watching their hands as she chewed on her bottom lip.

      This was Kayleigh Montgomery nervous. He didn’t even know such a thing existed.

      “Hey,” he said, lifting her chin and turning her head. “Look at me.”

      Her eyes cut to his and from the dim lighting outside, he could see the anxiety in her gaze. Did she want him to stay? “I don’t know if I’m staying. That’s all I can say.”

      She pulled away from his hold and reached for the door. “Okay. Well, I guess, good luck then.”

      “Hey.” He pulled her back. “This thing between us—”

      “Is completely temporary. I know. You were never staying.”

      He was going to say complicated, not temporary, but her fake smile made him hold his tongue.

      “It’s totally cool, Aaron. I’m sorry I eavesdropped. I just wanted to know, that’s all. I’m fine.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “What, temporary?” she asked. “Of course, I do. My life’s too hectic for anything else. And your life is in Chicago.”

      Was it?

      “Besides,” she said, “I may not even be staying long in Canyon Creek, either.”

      “Do you still want to do this?” he asked.

      “Do what?” she said, staring at him.

      He pointed between the two, unsure of how to ask the question, afraid of her answer.

      “Sex?”

      He shook his head but didn’t have words. This was a hell of a lot more than just sex between them.

      “Sure, why not? What else do we have going on. I’m mean, temporary sex is better than no sex.”

      He noted how many times she’d said temporary in the last five minutes, and how the passion in her eyes was slowly starting to fade.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      What did he want? Shit, he had no idea, long-term. He lifted her hand and tugged it to his mouth, pressing a kiss against her ivory skin. “You, Dr. Montgomery. I want you.”

      She swallowed and stared at him but didn’t move her hand.

      Aaron didn’t know a lot about his future but he did know one thing. He wanted whatever this was with Kayleigh Montgomery for however long she’d let him.
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      Shit, shit, shit. What had she done? She’d just shown all her cards. But worse than that, did she want this to be temporary? God, this thing with Aaron was moving too fast. Now she understood why Maggie had told her not to get involved with a Sumner brother. Especially this Sumner brother. She needed to slow this down. Separation was the key.

      “Kayleigh,” he called her name, his voice soft and soothing.

      “Aaron, I think it’s better if you just take me back to town.”

      “No,” he said with more authority than she’d heard before.

      His face softened at her shocked expression and he smiled. Before she knew what he was doing, he reached for one of the books in her bag. It wasn’t one of her usual regency romance titles, but a friend had told her she’d like the series. When the author ended up being at the signing, Kayleigh had grabbed the book to try it.

      Seeing it in Aaron’s hands now made her nervous. “What are you doing?”

      He looked at the naked man chest on the cover and gave her a raised brow but opened the book, flipping to the first page. “I’m taking matters into my own hands.”

      “I’m not reading to you,” she said, reaching for the book. The last thing she wanted was to befuddle her mind with sex.

      “I know. I’m reading to you.”

      It wouldn’t be an overstatement to say that Kayleigh was stunned speechless.

      Aaron cleared his throat. “Candice Kadin probably shouldn’t have let the fantasy play out in her head as long as it had. It was hard to put a stop to it when the object of her high school crush, Shaw Hart, was on a ladder ten feet from her. He wore a carpenter’s belt around his waist, slung low over jeans that had to have been made for his ass and his ass alone.”

      “Aaron,” Kayleigh said, but he shot her a glare and kept reading.

      “Candice would have to have been a saint not to imagine touching the taut muscles on his back. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, for crying out loud. She was only human. She bit her lip as she wondered what kind of view she’d have if he turned around. She would bet there was a six pack on the other side of that package.” Aaron chuckled. “Package? Jesus, is this for real?”

      “Fine.” Kayleigh grabbed the book and tossed it back in her bag. “We’ll go inside and talk. But we’re just talking. You swear your mother isn’t here?”

      They went up the walk together and she almost wished he’d hold her hand again and pull her to him. The problem was, she needed her head to be in control here, not her heart, and certainly not her body.

      He slipped a key in the lock and opened the door.

      “Aaron,” she said again. “Is she home?”

      “Nope, she and Aunt Sally are gone until late Sunday night. It’s just me and you.” He closed the door behind them and turned a very heated gaze on her, placing one hand on the wall behind her, leaning so close she could see his pulse beating in his neck.

      Damn, why did he have to turn her on so much?

      She stared up into his eyes. They were edged with arousal and fully dilated. He wanted her.

      And shit, she wanted him too, but was this really a good idea? Kayleigh didn’t do feelings, she didn’t do long-term. So why was the thought of Aaron leaving suddenly making her heart ache? She should be ecstatic that she’d found a man who was good in bed and made her laugh but wouldn’t stick around to complicate things.

      She slid out from under him and walked toward the sofa, setting her book on the coffee table. “You said we were just talking, remember?” Yeah, maybe she could do the friends thing. Friends with benefits, she thought.

      He pounded his head on the door.

      She bit back a laugh. Obviously, she affected him just as much as he affected her. “Come,” she said, plopping down on the sofa, “sit with me.” She bit her bottom lip as she watched him adjust his jeans before walking over.

      “I see you laughing,” he said. “This is not funny. Blue balls is a medical diagnosis that can have fatal consequences.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please.”

      “I’m serious.” He plopped down next to her, leaving little room between them as he reached for the book he’d started in the car.

      “Oh, no.” She swatted his hand. “No reading books. We’re supposed to be talking, remember?”

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’d love some water,” she said.

      Aaron walked into the large kitchen.

      She followed and watched as he filled two glasses with water.

      He slid one over the bar. “I noticed you had a few glasses of champagne this evening at the book event.”

      “I couldn’t help it,” she said, taking a long sip from her water. “The waiters were super cute. All the girls drank too much.”

      “Any one waiter in particular?”

      “Well there was this one man, he was super tall and hot as hell.”

      Aaron smiled.

      “Someone told me he was an ex-NFL player.” She smirked.

      “Fucking Max” he muttered.

      Kayleigh giggled.

      “I ordered an ultrasound for the medical clinic.”

      “You did?” She took another sip of water.

      “Yeah, and I think maybe you could use it, too. I started researching some other ideas about how you could save money and maybe—”

      She held up a hand. “Don’t.” She didn’t want his nose in her business.

      He stared at her, confused. “Don’t what?”

      “I don’t want you trying to figure this out for me. I can do it myself.”

      He shook his head and laughed.

      “What?” Her brows furrowed.

      “You say you want to stay in Canyon Creek but you’re not accepting any help.”

      “Why would I accept your help if you’re not staying?”

      “Okay,” he said quietly, walking around the bar.

      God, she felt like such a shit. She was being a brat. She knew it.  “I’m sorry,” she said, “it’s just…”

      “You don’t have to explain.” He took her hand in his and led them to the couch again. Taking her glass, he set them both on the coffee table then pulled her on top of him.

      She squealed. “Aaron.”

      “So, tell me about this NFL prick.”

      Kayleigh threw her head back and laughed. “You sound jealous.”

      “Not jealous,” he said, nuzzling her neck, “just…”

      She wiggled off his lap and scooted to the opposite side of the couch. She needed distance if she was going to keep her word about not messing around with him, although part of her was realizing this might have been a mistake. Talking to him was only bringing them closer, and that was something she didn’t need. If she knew what was good for her, she would end this now and walk away. Walk away before he did.

      “Hey,” he pouted.

      “I told you I’m not messing around with you at your mother's house.”

      His gaze roamed over her body, his eyes narrowing.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” He smiled and leaned over, grabbing his glass of water.

      “Your nothing seems like something,” she said.

      He shrugged and gave her a half smirk that lit her panties on fire. She needed even more distance if she was going to keep her word.

      He raised a brow. “What?”

      She shook her head and reached for her own glass, taking a sip. “Behave yourself.”

      Aaron nodded and she was surprised to see he did. The humor left his face.

      “Actually, since we have the house to ourselves and we’re only talking, I have something to tell you.”

      “What?” She watched as Aaron nervously ran his hand around the rim of his glass.

      He raised his eyes and stared at her. He paused and she wondered what he was thinking. “Ben installed our tele-med equipment at the clinic today.”

      “That’s great,” she said.

      “Yeah, it was. It meant I was able to talk to the children’s hospital in Denver.”

      She leaned back. “About what?”

      “Izzie is still having some issues. I want her to see an ear, nose, and throat specialist but I’m trying to take care of things here in Canyon Creek for as long as I can.”

      “Aaron, that’s amazing.”

      He stared at her. “What?”

      “That you’re bringing that technology to the town. It means we can get specialized care without having to travel all the time.”

      He shrugged.

      “How’s Izzie doing? I didn’t see her last time I was at the ranch. Is she going to be okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “Probably needs a routine tonsillectomy but I’d like to oversee her care.”

      “If you’re still here,” she said, unable to stop herself.

      He stared at her for several moments. “I told Doc and Ben about the tremor.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded.

      “What did they say?”

      “They were cool. Definitely supportive of whatever I want to do.”

      “And what do you want to do?” Shit, where has that come from?

      “Right now?” He stared at her, his eyes dark and intense, the mood shifting once again.

      She swallowed hard, feeling a little like a hunted animal. “Yeah, uh right now, or, whenever.”

      He slid closer to her, closing the distance she’d put between them on the couch, and took her glass from her hand. He put both on the coffee table again then grasped her thighs and twisted her until her legs were laid out straight on the couch.

      “What are you doing?”

      He kept one hand on her abdomen and reached for the book he’d brought inside with them.

      She moved to sit up but he held her down. “Aaron.”

      “I thought maybe I’d read you a bedtime story. I mean, since we’re not going to fool around or anything, right?”

      Her face heated with embarrassment.

      “What’s wrong, Dr. Montgomery? Don’t you want to read some of your new book?”

      “Not with you.” She bucked against his hold and found it only aroused her more. Fantastic.

      He smiled, a wolfish grin. “I want to see if she gets in the carpenter’s pants.” Aaron studied the cover. “Wow, this is hot. The chick has her shirt half off. Shit, is that some nip I see?”

      She lunged for the book but he held it just out of her reach. God, she hated being so small. “Give it,” she said, sounding every bit like a bratty little sister.

      “I’ll give it to you,” he said, staring down at her. “But it will cost you.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      His large hand slid down her stomach, his fingers raising the hem of her shirt.

      She grabbed his hand to stop him. “My book,” she ground out. “What will it cost me?”

      His lips curled into a delicious smile that melted her insides. “Take off your shirt.”

      She swatted at his hand. “No.”

      He shrugged and thumbed through the book, stopping on one page she’d already dog-eared. “Oh, an excerpt Dr. Montgomery has so kindly marked for us.” He cleared his throat. “Let’s see, where did we leave our carpenter…” His lips moved as he skimmed the words.

      “Oh, give it to me.” She reached up to grab the book but again he held it beyond her reach. “Dammit, Aaron. It’s my book.”

      His hazel eyes cut to hers. “I’m already hard as stone. Did you read this shit?”

      She bit down on her lip. Yes, she had, and it had made it very difficult to say no to this man.

      “All of it, Candice. I want it all off.” Aaron began reading the book. His voice was deeper as if he were in character. “Shaw ran a hand over the smooth skin of Candice’s lower back, letting his fingers dip beneath the edge of her jeans. He wanted to see all of her. Touch all of her. Taste all of her.”

      Well, shit. She swallowed hard.

      Aaron continued, unfazed. “Candice moaned and Shaw thought he could easily fall to his knees and worship at her feet.” Aaron looked to Kayleigh and she thought for a minute, he might drop to his knees and act things out, too.

      Part of her wished he would. “Aaron,” she reprimanded but her tone sounded needy even to her.

      He continued despite her objections. “Candice turned and faced Shaw as she unbuttoned her jeans. Her eyes were locked on his as she drew the zipper down and shimmied out of them. It was possible he was drooling at this point, and it took every damned bit of restraint he had not to tear the clothes from her body.” Aaron glanced down at Kayleigh’s shirt. He worked his fingers up to her collar and with impressive dexterity undid two of her buttons with one hand.

      “Aaron,” she swatted him again.

      He smirked and turned his attention back to the book. “When she was standing before him in nothing but a lace bra and panties, Shaw ran his hands over Candice’s shoulders, down her sides, and around to the sweet curve of her ass.”

      Aaron stared down at her, his eyes lingering on her hips.

      She squirmed from his heated gaze.

      He cleared his throat and kept reading. “He lifted Candice, ignoring her gasp, and set her on the table behind her, sending nails and his hammer flying off with the move. He didn’t care. He pulled the straps of her bra down her shoulders, lowering it all the way to her waist to expose the breasts he’d been dreaming about for weeks. ‘I said all of it, Candice.’”

      Aaron closed the book and tossed it on the table. “Take off your shirt,” he demanded.

      Kayleigh stared at him for a long moment, wondering if he could see her heart beating out of her chest. It wasn’t the book that turned her on, it was the man reading it.

      To hell with trying to resist this. She couldn’t. It was stupid to even try. She knew she’d pay for it later when he eventually left, taking a piece of her heart with him but she couldn’t resist him right now.

      “You do it,” she whispered.

      A slow smile spread across his face. “With pleasure.” He leaned next to her on the couch as she lay on her back, legs extended. He undid each button of her blouse, his fingers tracing lower until her shirt lay open, her emerald green demi-bra exposed.

      “Christ, Kayleigh,” he growled.

      “You sound like the carpenter.” She laughed.

      He slid his finger into one of the cups of her bra and pulled it down, exposing one breast. He lowered his mouth, sucking on the pert nipple he’d exposed.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, sliding her fingers into his hair. Without thinking, her body arched into him.

      He moved his attention to her other breast, pulling down the other side of her bra. Extending the same attention to her other nipple, he slid his hands around her ribs to her back until he found the clasp. With little resistance it snapped open.

      “Sit up,” he said, pulling away from her breast.

      She did as instructed. There was no way she couldn’t.

      He slipped her shirt and bra from her body and tossed them on the back of the couch.

      “What are we doing?” she asked to no one in particular. She knew this was a bad idea, but somehow, she didn’t want to stop.

      “I’m about to feast on your body. And you’re going to lay there and enjoy it.”

      “Oh,” she sighed. “Okay.”

      His mouth moved from one breast to the other then down her abdomen. He worked the button on her jeans and with little difficulty had her pants half way off her body.

      She grasped his hands.

      “We’re at your mom’s, Aaron. We can’t do this on her couch.”

      He smiled. “It was always a fantasy of mine to bring a hot chick home and bone her in my room.”

      “Nice.” She laughed. “You’re going to bone me in your childhood room.”

      “Among other places.” He winked. His fingers sunk into the waistband of her jeans but he hesitated. “Does no mean no, Dr. Montgomery? I won’t go any further if it does.”

      Shit, she was already halfway naked. And she wanted him more than she’d wanted anyone in a long time. What the hell? She shook her head.

      “Words,” he said. “You need to answer me in words so I know what you want.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Yes, I can get you naked and feast on you?”

      She couldn’t stop the small laugh that slipped out. “Yes.”

      His smile widened as his gaze traveled down her half-exposed body. He pulled off her sandals then tugged at her jeans until they were gone, too.

      She lay on his mother’s couch in nothing but a tiny pair of lace panties. She moved to put one leg over the other to cover herself but he caught her by the knee.

      “You’re beautiful,” he sighed, lowering his face. His lips skimmed up her thighs. “Please don’t cover up.”

      She trembled as goose bumps spread over her skin.

      Slowly her knee fell back open, her legs spreading for him.

      His warm breath moved to the apex of her legs as he crawled on top of her, spreading her legs so he could kneel between them. He gently grasped behind her knee and pulled her leg up and over the top of the sofa.

      She was totally exposed to him, except for her barely-there lace panties. She opened her mouth to protest but stopped. She felt defenseless to his touch, but somehow not quite vulnerable. This was Aaron and she trusted him.

      “Beautiful,” he sighed as he stared down at her.

      A slow smile spread across her face. She’d been at the center of society events many times during her life, but this was the first time she actually felt truly desired. She’d felt like nothing more than an object, a prize to be won, in the past.

      “You’re not so bad yourself, Dr. Sumner.”

      He laughed as he lowered his head, pressing small kisses against her stomach. His lips moved higher and sucked in a nipple as his hand moved down to stroke her over her panties.

      “Oh, God,” she said, pressing into him, her fingers digging into his thick hair.

      He sucked and laved at her breast, shooting sparks of desire directly where his fingers now moved against her.

      “Yes,” she said, her hands sliding down his arms.

      He broke free of her and sat up. Her body nearly cried out for the loss of his mouth on her nipples. Taking her hands in his, he slowly raised her arms above her head. “Hold on to the arm of the couch,” he whispered in her ear.

      “Wh-why?”

      “Because I said so.”

      Oh, no, he was bringing out the dominant pirate.

      She was so done. Rather than fight she gripped the couch and held on tight.

      He smiled like the rogue he was. His mouth returned to her breasts as his hips settled between hers but not for long. He moved lower, his jeans rubbing against her skin, creating a delicious friction. His warm breath wafted over her panties and she nearly came just from the heat of his mouth.

      His tongue pressed against the material of her panties and her bare chest rose and fell as she fought for breath. His pressure increased as a finger slid into the elastic, pulling her underwear to the side.

      “Jesus,” he said against her skin, “you’re so wet, all for me.”

      She bit down on her lip and turned her head into the couch.

      “I want this so bad,” he said. His voice vibrated against her over-sensitized skin.

      She couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, no longer cared that she was laying spread eagle on his mother’s couch. “Aaron,” she begged shamelessly. “Please.”

      He chuckled.

      “What?” she glanced down at him. His chin was resting on her lower abdomen.

      “Are you begging for it, Dr. Montgomery?” His lips curled into a delicious smile.

      “Yes,” she practically panted.

      He let out a low laugh.

      “Well, then, what are you waiting for?” She cocked a brow.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He bent his head lower then stopped. “Wait, I’m the pirate captain in this relationship.”

      “I mutinied. Don’t you remember?”

      He bowed his head. “At your service, my pirate queen.” He tucked his thumbs into the edges of her panties. “But first, we need to get rid of these.”

      He worked quickly, stripping her bare, using his mouth and fingers to drive her over the edge.

      “Oh, God, Aaron. Yes.” Her voice broke as she cried out.

      He spread her farther, the imprint of his fingers burning her skin.

      “Let it go, Kayleigh,” he breathed against her skin as his mouth did wicked things to her body.

      She did, bucking against him as she screamed out incoherent words. Her body shattered and convulsed for what felt like hours. When she finally fell back to earth, her breathing evened out as she gripped the arm of the couch above her head.

      Kayleigh was still a little light-headed but was almost positive she heard someone speaking behind them.

      She definitely heard cursing followed by the shuffling of feet on the wood floor. She sat up and watched in horror as Maggie and Ben tripped over themselves, backing out of the living room and into the kitchen.

      Aaron swore as he sat up and tossed a throw blanket over Kayleigh.

      “What the hell, Ben?” Aaron yelled from his spot on the couch as he gathered up Kayleigh’s clothes.

      Ben’s answer came in the form of him yelling through the kitchen door. “Our place is getting exterminated. Ma said we could stay here.”

      Kayleigh took her clothes and started to dress, aware Ben and Maggie could come through the door any minute.  When she’d gotten her shirt and panties on, Aaron lifted her over his shoulder like a caveman.

      “Aaron,” she squealed.

      “We’ll be upstairs in my room,” he called out, as if carrying a half-naked woman through his mother’s house was nothing new.

      “Duly noted,” Ben said.

      Kayleigh glanced behind her as she hung upside down over Aaron’s shoulder. Maggie was glaring at her, arms crossed over her chest like a disappointed parent. “Oh, shit,” she whispered. So much for keeping things light and uncomplicated.
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      Kayleigh squeaked when Aaron dropped her on his bed.

      He watched in rapt fascination as her body bounced around on the mattress. More specifically her delicious breasts. She’d put her shirt on, but without a bra and with only a few of the buttons done up, the picture was more than enticing. He thought he’d been hard as stone downstairs tasting her on his tongue, but now.…

      Kayleigh rolled over, moving to get up but he straddled her hips and held her hands above her head. Her breasts were pulled taut, her nipples puckered in the evening air.

      He released one hand and pulled her shirt open. “Jesus,” he moaned staring down at her. “Never seen anything more beautiful than you, Kayleigh, spread out on my childhood bed.”

      “That’s sick,” she said, bucking him. “Let me up. Your brother saw my tits.”

      “Only for a split second.” He chuckled.

      “I’m not doing this, Aaron. Ben and Maggie are here. She’s probably pissed. She never wanted me messing around with you.”

      He lowered his head, his tongue tracing a path between her breasts. “Why?” His mouth slowly moved to one breast, capturing her nipple. He suckled hard and clamped his teeth down.

      “Oh, no, please,” she panted.  “Maggie and Ben…”

      He laughed against her skin. “You said Maggie didn’t want you messing around with me. Why?”

      “I…I don’t remember. I can’t think when you’re…”

      His mouth moved up the delicate skin of her neck, sucking just behind her ear where he knew it drove her crazy.

      “They already knew,” he whispered in her ear.

      “What?” She jerked, trying to rise. “How? When?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” he said

      He sucked an earlobe into his mouth. “Why do you care?”

      “It’s my reputation. In the community.”

      He stopped and stared down at her. “So being involved with me would be detrimental to your reputation?”

      She sighed. “No, it’s not that, it’s…”

      He stayed above her, waiting for her response. When she gave none, he slowly released her hands. He didn’t want her to feel trapped.

      She’d been acting squirrelly all night. He’d been trying to ease her past her fears, but he didn’t want to force her to do something she didn’t want. Maybe there was more going on between them than he realized.

      She shook her head. “It’s just that you get to leave. We’re just temporary and in Chicago no one will know. For me, it’s different. I’m a woman, I have a practice here. People can’t think I’m hopping in and out of bed with men.”

      “Is the town that narrow-minded?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Some people, I guess.”

      He leaned back on his knees making sure not to sit directly on top of her. “It’s more than that. What else?”

      Her eyes darted to the window.

      Now he was afraid to ask more. He went to move off her.

      “Wait,” she said, her hand stroking his jaw. “I’m sorry I’m being so…”

      ”Do you want this, Kayleigh?” He pointed between them.

      “I do, I just wanted it to be ours, alone. You know? I don’t want everyone to know.”

      He could understand, somewhat. She was in a vulnerable position in the town.

      “Can we just be, I don’t know, careful for now?”

      He turned his head and gently kissed her palm. “Yeah, for now.”

      “Kiss me,” she said, smiling, her blue eyes dancing again.

      “Anytime, doctor.” He leaned over her, his lips pressing against hers.

      Her fingers dug into his hair, pulling him closer as her hips raised up against him. “Are you sure,” he whispered against her lips.

      She smiled. “Yeah.”

      He jumped off the bed and shucked his clothes.

      “Do you have a condom?” she asked.

      “Oh, shit. I almost forgot. Max had a box in the bathroom when he lived here.”

      “No way,” she said, sitting up on one arm.

      The moonlight cast a glow over her body, lighting her blonde hair on fire. The strands hung over her shoulders, brushing against her breasts. She was gorgeous.

      “What? Why?”

      She laughed. “You never heard the story?”

      “Uh, no, I don’t think so.” He stood there, completely nude, his dick pointing toward her like a divining rod looking for water.

      “That’s how Devlin ended up pregnant,” she said, falling back onto the bed.

      He grabbed for his jeans like a bumbling teenager, searching his wallet. Please, oh God, let him have a condom.

      “Apparently you really need to read the storage instructions on those things,” she continued.

      “What are you talking about?” Aaron was half listening, still praying for divine intervention as he searched for a condom. Shit. Nothing.

      “He’d had the box in the back of a rental car in Hawaii during the Pro Bowl in January.”

      “Okay,” Aaron said, about to pass out from loss of blood to his other appendage.

      “Heat wears down the latex, makes the condom less effective.”

      He stood straight up, all thoughts of finding his own condom gone. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep,” she nodded.

      “So those were the condoms he was using with Devlin?”

      “Supposedly.” She glanced over at him, her eyes fixated on his erection. “You okay over there?” she giggled.

      “Uh, no. I’m about to pass out here I’m so fucking hard.”

      “Well, let me help you then.” She rolled up until she was sitting on the edge of the bed. She crooked on finger, beckoning him toward her. Who was he to disappoint her?

      He nestled his hips between her legs.

      She reached back and grabbed a pillow, tucking it under her ass. The added height put her mouth in perfect alignment with his hard shaft. Her tongue slid from between her lips, flicking against the base as she dragged the soft pad up to the tip.

      He shivered, his body heating from the inside. “Fuck,” he moaned, afraid he might explode. He took deep breaths focusing on anything but the image she made.

      “Are you okay, doctor?” she asked. Her blue eyes were trained on his, her tongue swirling around the head of his dick.

      “Kayleigh,” he growled.

      “Yes?” she smiled as her mouth pressed down, taking him in. Her hand wrapped around the base, squeezing as her lips met her fingers. Her hollowed cheeks were enough to nearly send him over the edge.

      “Not like this,” he ground out.

      As if not hearing him, her head bobbed back and forth.

      His body trembled as an intense orgasm clawed up his spine. No, not yet. He slowly stepped back.

      Her body fell with him. “What’s wrong?” She gazed up at him, her face riddled with anxiety.

      He scrubbed one hand through his hair, one down his face. “Not a fucking thing, sweetheart.”

      “Then why did you stop me?”

      “I have to be inside you. I want to be inside you when I come.” He glanced at his wallet he’d searched earlier. “I can’t believe I don’t have a fucking condom. I’m a doctor for Christ sake.”

      She laughed and leaned back on her hands.

      He stared at her, in awe, mouth gaping.

      “What?” she said.

      “Your body’s a work of art. Men should pay money just to look at you.”

      She giggled. “Are you calling me a stripper?”

      “What? No.”

      “How much would you pay?”

      “Any goddamn thing you wanted,” he said, half laugh, half choke coming out with the words.

      “There are condoms in the desk drawer in the corner.” She nodded behind him.

      “What? How the hell do you know that?”

      “Emmett’s desk,” she said. “He stocked them with condoms when he was staying here.”

      He held up a hand. “I don’t want to know more.” He stumbled over his feet to the desk, yanking opening the drawer.

      “There’s a false bottom in the drawer,” she said.

      “That’s right.” He remembered when they were kids. It was where they’d hidden all kinds of elicit shit. “How do you know about that?” He dug until he found a small box, pulling it out in victory. “Yes!” he exclaimed, walking back toward her.

      “Maggie told me. That’s where her and Ben kept some, too. Apparently, you Sumner brothers are busy little beavers.”

      Aaron stalked toward her, glanced down at his hard-on. “Does that look little to you?” He tossed the box on the bedside table.

      “Nope.” She shook her head, the movement causing her breasts to ripple. “Oh my God, you just grew.” She covered her laughter with a hand.

      “Because of you and that magnificent body of yours.” He gave her his best pirate grin and felt the reward of her smile.

      He rubbed her cheek with his hand and guided her to her back, settling the pillow underneath her hips.

      “Should I hold on to the headboard?” she smiled.

      He pushed her thighs apart, marveling at how ready she was. This was not going to last long. “No,” he said. “You can put your hands anywhere you want.”

      “Want me to put that on?” She nodded toward the condom in his hand.

      “Hell no. Not unless you want this over before it even starts.”

      She stretched her hands above her head, arching her back, pulling her breasts higher. “Definitely don’t want that.”

      He rolled on the condom and leaned over her, aligning himself to her. He slowly pressed in as he bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth.

      “Oh, God,” she sighed, her fingers reaching to claw his ass.

      Maybe it had been a bad idea not to secure her hands. He braced his body weight on one forearm next to her head as he used his other hand to reach under her knee. “Lift up, baby. I want in deeper.”

      With little prodding, she raised both knees, resting her feet where her hands had been moments before. God, this new angle had him driving in deep.

      “Yes,” she moaned, twisting her head. “Right there. God, it feels…”

      “So good,” he whispered into her neck, sucking on the soft, sensitive skin.

      Her body trembled underneath him.

      He raised up and stared down at her. “Open your eyes,” he said.

      Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze heated.

      Christ, that had been a mistake. His orgasm built as he felt her tighten around him.

      “Faster,” she whispered, her legs wrapping tighter.

      He pressed up on his hands and hovered over her, his hips moving in tandem with hers. He clenched his teeth, staving off his orgasm. “Touch yourself,” he said. “I’m not going to last.” He sat up on his knees, giving her room as he pressed her knees toward her chest.

      “Yes,” she moaned, her hand skating down her stomach. She threw her head back as her fingers pressed between them.

      An intense fire burned at the base of his spine. “Kayleigh,” he called.

      “Oh, yes, harder.”

      He obliged her, holding her hips higher as he pistoned inside her.

      She covered her mouth to block her cries and he remembered they weren’t alone in the house.

      He kept his eyes locked on hers as her body shattered underneath him. Her legs tight against his back, she hummed with the pleasure of her release.

      His balls tightened and he pumped into her twice more, jerking inside as desire shot from deep within. His body tensed and his lungs burned as he groaned, blistering light exploding behind his lids. His body pulsed as his hips moved on their own, pumping into Kayleigh. When he’d spent himself, he fell against her, pinning her body underneath him, his breathing ragged.

      “Fuck, Kayleigh,” he moaned. He’d just experienced the most intense orgasm of his life. What had been different? “That was…”

      “Oh, my God,” she flung an arm above her head, “that was intense.” She tightened her legs around his waist, wrapping her hands around his neck. “I loved it.” She smiled, reaching up to brush her lips against his.

      He deepened the kiss, unable and unwilling to speak.

      Finally, she pulled back. “You okay?”

      Shit, was he? “Uh, yeah, I’m good.” He rolled off. “Let me just get rid of this.”

      She grabbed his arm.

      He turned to face her. Her furrowed brow told him she was confused. He leaned down and kissed her. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded.

      When he returned she was under the covers, holding up the blanket for him.

      “You really think we can both fit in there?”

      She scooted toward the wall. “Well, I’m not going to your mother’s bedroom if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Ben and Maggie might be in there.”

      She groaned. “If they heard me, I’ll never live this down.”

      He laughed. “Pretty sure people on the other side of the mountain heard you.”

      She sank down, yanking the covers over her head. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “I’m not.”

      A tiny fist punched his arm from under the covers.

      “You still in there?”

      She pushed the sheets back.

      “There she is.” He leaned down and gently kissed her. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “For what?” She cocked her head. “That was pretty fabulous, doctor.”

      He laughed, scooting down in the bed with one arm bent, head resting on his hand as he stared down at her. “I’m sorry if I was overbearing when I tried to help you, with the clinic.”

      She shook her head and rolled to her back, tugging the covers up around her. “No, I’m sorry. I know you were just trying to help.”

      “Lots of people would help you, if you let them.”

      She turned and stared up at him.

      He held up on hand. “I know, you don’t want that. You have to do it on your own.” He fell back onto the pillow, staring up at the ceiling. “Can I just ask you a question?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” she said quietly.

      “You don’t want to go back to Boston until you’re a success.” He used air quotes. “You define success as making a certain amount of money.”

      She turned and glared at him “That’s not true.”

      “Then how do you define success?”

      “We’ve already talked about this. I’ve told you I love what I do. I just need more money to keep doing it.”

      “And yet you won’t let people help you because you think that means that you didn’t do it.”

      She came up on one elbow and stared down at him. “What about you, Dr. Phil?”

      He laughed. “What about me?”

      “You said being a surgeon was your passion. But you lost the ability. Now Chicago is calling.”

      “So.”

      “So, you’re not the best anymore and that bothers you. A lot.”

      He took in a few deep breaths, thinking about her question. Her blue eyes were completely focused on him and it made him defensive. “Don’t you like to be the best?”

      “Don’t change the subject, Sumner.”

      “It’s not that I want to be the best. I mean, I do. I did.”

      “What is it then?”

      “For years I knew exactly what I wanted. I was driven. I had a goal.”

      “And now you don’t.”

      He shook his head.

      She fell back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling as she slid her hand in his, intertwining their fingers. There was a heavy sigh in her exhale. “I talked to my dad today.”

      He sat up and looked at her. “Seriously?”

      Her eyes were closed but she nodded.

      “And?”

      She opened her eyes and stared up at him. “I told him I’m going to come home for my brother’s wedding.”

      He smiled.

      “What?”

      “I know this is big for you. I’m proud of you. Maybe this will open up some doors for you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not asking my dad for money.”

      “I didn’t mean that.” He shook his head. “I meant, destiny.”

      “Now what are you talking about?”

      “Maybe you needed to learn something, from your family. It could be the catalyst for change.”

      “You sound like one of those sappy yogi masters your mom loves.”

      He laughed.

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Well, you’re talking about destiny and change and crap. Maybe that’s what this tremor is for you.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      There was a long stretch of silence before she spoke.

      “Aaron,” she called softly.

      He turned but noticed she was still looking up at the ceiling.

      “Well…” she swallowed. Was this Kayleigh Montgomery nervous? “You said once you’d go with me.”

      He rolled over until half his body was pressed against hers, the good half. She opened her blue eyes and he smiled down at her. “I’d be honored to go home with you.”

      “Really?” Her brows rose.

      “Yes.” He laughed. “I told you I would. In fact, I think I promised to pledge my undying love to you in front of everyone.”

      She swatted his arm. “Please don’t.”

      “Hey, in some circles I’d be considered a good catch.”

      Her eyes roamed over his face as she raised her hand to his cheek. “Yes, in a lot of circles,” she said.

      “Boston circles?” He arched a brow.

      “In my circle.” She reached up and brushed her lips against his.

      He slid his hand behind her head and pressed in to her, deepening the kiss. When they were done, he sat her back on the pillow.

      “Thank you,” she said, tracing his lips.

      “Why?”

      “It will be nice to have a friend when I go home.”

      “Of course.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead.

      “You know you don’t have to be the best to do your best,” she said.

      He wasn’t sure if her comment was for her or for him.

      “I know you’re just here for a little while, and I’m glad I got to spend time with you,” she said.

      “I don’t know if I’m here short-term.”

      She shrugged, her fingers dinging into his head, massaging his scalp.

      “Jeez, if you do that every night, I may never leave.”

      She giggled. “Well, no matter what you decide, I just hope you find your passion.”

      Looking down into the crystal blue eyes of the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, he wasn’t so sure that he hadn’t already.
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      “Holy shit,” Aaron said, stepping out of the luxury car.

      “I told you,” Kayleigh said, sliding out behind him.

      “You said it was a big house.”

      “I did.”

      He glanced behind him. “Kayleigh, this is a frigging mansion.”

      She turned to the driver who was pulling out their bags from the trunk. “Thank you, Daniel.” She smiled as if he were a long-lost friend.

      The dude was in his mid-sixties, at the very least. Even though their bags were small, Aaron had tried to put them in the trunk at the airport but the driver had insisted. Kayleigh had introduced him as his family’s longtime driver. He didn’t know people actually had drivers. Apparently, they did in Weston, Massachusetts.

      “It’s so good to have you home, Miss Kayleigh. You look as beautiful as ever.” He set the bags onto the porch and returned to where Kayleigh and Aaron stood by the car.

      Kayleigh held out her arms and hugged the man affectionately. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you. How’s Lorelei.”

      “She’s good, thank you for asking. Just started Vanderbilt last year.”

      Kayleigh whistled. “I told you she’d be going places.”

      The man seemed to blush a little. “Thank you, Miss Kayleigh. You helping her with her studies when she was young really helped.”

      Kayleigh beamed and Aaron thought he’d never seen her look more beautiful.

      “Mrs. Anderson has your favorite brownies cooling on the window sill in the kitchen.”

      Kayleigh’s smile broadened. “Oh, my goodness. With butter toffee and chocolate chips?”

      He nodded.

      “Uh-oh. I’m not sure I should even start.” Kayleigh patted her stomach. “I won’t fit in my dress.”

      Aaron followed her hand, wondering what the hell she was talking about. She looked gorgeous, like she always did. He didn’t know how after a day of travel.

      “You look fine, Miss Kayleigh. You always have.” Daniel’s face lit with happiness, as if she were the sun and he’d been in perpetual darkness without her. Aaron understood.

      “Is mother home?” she asked, her smile slowly fading.

      Daniel shook his head, somehow an edge of formality in the movement. “I believe she’s still at the club finalizing the menu for this evening.”

      It was Friday and her brother’s wedding was tomorrow. Aaron guessed there would be a rehearsal dinner taking place that evening.

      “What about Hunter?” she asked.

      The driver pointed to the top of the steps.

      They both turned. A youngish man stood at the top, his broad body filling the entrance of the house. Even from this far away, Aaron could tell Kayleigh and he were related.

      “Brat!” he yelled, racing down the steps.

      “Honey Bun.” She laughed.

      Hunter groaned as he reached them. “Please, no honey buns at the wedding.” He scooped her up in his arms and twirled her around.

      “We’ll see,” she said.

      Hunter squeezed her tight. “It’s good to see you, baby sister. I’ve missed you.”

      Kayleigh tucked her face into her brother’s neck. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      Suddenly Aaron felt like he was intruding on a special moment. He stepped back a bit, but hit the car.

      Kayleigh’s brother released his sister, placing her gently on the ground. “Don’t stay gone so long next time.” He stared down at her as if waiting for her promise.

      She nodded. “I won’t.”

      Hunter tweaked her nose. “Yeah right.”

      With her arm still tucked around her brother she walked them to the car where Aaron stood. “Honey Bun, this is Aaron Sumner.” She waved her free hand out to him like he was a prize on a game show.

      Her brother extended his hand. “That’s Dr. Aaron Sumner I hear, little girl.”

      She giggled. “Human doctor.”

      Her brother stared down at his sister then back to Aaron. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Aaron extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, man.”

      “Hunter Montgomery. Big brother to this pain in the ass.” He nodded toward Kayleigh. “Nice to meet you, too.”

      “That’s Dr. Montgomery, I hear,” Aaron teased.

      “Lots of doctors in the Montgomery home this weekend,” a woman said from the porch.

      Aaron glanced up again at the monstrosity of a house, studying the woman.

      She was older, a bit on the larger size, with graying hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her dark dress hung loosely to mid-calf, and was covered by a white apron that tied around her waist.

      “Some more than others.” Another female voice said from behind the older woman. The sarcasm rolled off her tone in waves. The woman stepped out onto the porch and Aaron immediately knew this was Kayleigh’s mother, the resemblance was uncanny, at least in their facial features.

      Kayleigh’s mother was tall and statuesque, her back ram-rod straight. She gracefully walked down the steps of the front porch wearing an ivory suit with matching shoes, not a blonde hair out of place.

      Three words rolled through Aaron’s mind—Boston high society. The woman oozed an air of old school money that bred supremacy.

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes before turning, still in her brother’s arms.

      “Mother,” her brother scolded.

      “What?” The woman shrugged one shoulder.

      Hunter looked ready to say something, but Kayleigh patted her brother’s chest and smiled up at him. She released Hunter and stepped forward, extending her hand.

      “Mother.”

      Her mother stared down her nose at Kayleigh, her gaze traveling from the top of her head to the toes of her shoes, her lips curled in disappointment.

      Aaron wanted to stand up and defend Kayleigh, but he knew that’s not what Kayleigh needed.

      The reunion between the two women was so formal and awkward, not a trace of emotion or familiarity like with him and his brothers.

      “Hello darling,” she finally responded. Aaron watched as the two women squeezed hands. It wasn’t a shake, but it wasn’t something he expected to see among family. Jeez, was she not even going to hug her mother?

      Kayleigh leaned forward, pressing her cheek to her mother’s on one side, then the other, making delicate kissing noises. Were those actual air kisses? He thought those only happened in movies, not in real life.

      “I hope you brought a change of clothes for this evening.” Her mother tucked a wayward strand of Kayleigh’s hair behind her ear. “And Margarite is here to do Brittany’s hair if you want me to schedule something for you.”

      Kayleigh stepped back, flinging her hair from behind her ear. “No thank you, I’m fine. And yes, I have a change of clothes.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Her mother patted her chest. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be covered in horse manure.” She laughed but stopped when no one joined in.

      Awkward silence ensued as her mother seemed to look anywhere but at her daughter.

      “Lee Lee!” A large man raced down the steps, arms extended. He was tall with salt and pepper hair and blue eyes that matched Kayleigh’s.

      “Hey, Dad,” she said, side stepping her mother.

      “Oh, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” He scooped her up in his arms and twirled her around much like her brother had. Quite a different reception from her mother.

      Suddenly Aaron was thankful for his own mother. Even though he and his brothers often complained about how much she doted on them, even as grown men, he would take her affection over Kayleigh’s mother’s cold demeanor any time.

      “Robert, put her down,” Kayleigh’s mother said. “You’re going to make her sick and that hair is already wild enough.”

      Her father stopped and set Kayleigh on her feet, holding on to her hands. “She looks perfect.” He smiled down, cupping one hand against her cheek. “Perfect.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She returned his smile, although hesitantly at first.

      “Well, let’s get inside before your brother polishes off Mrs. Anderson’s brownies,” he said.

      Kayleigh glared at her brother. “You didn’t.”

      Hunter shrugged. “It’s my wedding.”

      “I’m not sure you should eat any of those, Kayleigh Marie.” Her mother glanced at Kayleigh’s backside.

      Aaron stepped to Kayleigh’s side and laced her arm through his, glancing at her ass. “Backside looks good from here,” he said.

      Kayleigh turned, smiling. “Oh, my gosh. Mom, Dad, this is Aaron Sumner. Dr. Aaron Sumner,” she added with a smirk. “Aaron, this is my mother, Debra Montgomery, and my father, Robert Montgomery.”

      Her father came forward, smiling, his hand outstretched “Your reputation precedes you, Dr. Sumner.”

      Aaron studied the man, his brows furrowed but shook his hand. What did her dad mean, reputation preceded him?

      “I served as the department head of surgery for Mass General for many years,” her father said.

      Aaron released his hand and continued to stare.

      “We collaborated with Northwestern many times over the years. You’re in cardio thoracic medicine, correct?”

      “I used to be,” Aaron answered, the words tasting like acid on his tongue.

      “Used to?” her mother asked.

      “Aaron’s taking a break,” Kayleigh said, squeezing his arm.

      “Must be nice,” Hunter laughed, but Aaron didn’t hear any malice in the sound.

      “I’m actually taking a medical leave of absence, sir,” he said.

      “Medical?” Kayleigh’s father said. “And please, call me Bob.” He studied Aaron for longer than he was comfortable. “What’s going on with you, son?”

      Aaron was taken aback by her father’s genuine concern. And his own admission. He hadn’t planned to announce his condition to anyone.

      “So you’re not a surgeon anymore?” her mother asked. Her expression was bland, but there was something under her question. Judgment?

      “A surgeon is always a surgeon, Deb,” her father said. “It’s in your blood as soon as they place that first scalpel in your hand, right Aaron?” He slapped his back.

      Not wanting to have this discussion now—or ever—Aaron nodded once.

      “Shall we?” Her mother waved a hand up toward the house.

      “Come on.” Kayleigh stared up at him. “At least you’re not a pet doctor,” she whispered, with a grin.

      “Right.” He laughed. “Now that would be a travesty.”

      She hit him in the gut.

      “Ow,” he rubbed his stomach.

      She leaned her head against his chest. “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re not, brat.”

      “Hey,” she held up her hand again, but he curled in, protecting himself.

      “Kayleigh,” her mother yelled from the doorway. “Come. I want to show you your rooms.”

      “Rooms?” Aaron whispered. “How the hell am I supposed to find my way around this…” He had no words. “Maybe they’ll put me next to you so I won’t get lost. Do you think there’s a connecting door?”

      She laughed. “No, but my mother does have a fancy library I’ve always wanted to make out in.”

      He raised a brow. “We can’t have sex in your parent’s house.”

      She stared up at him. “Why not?”

      Well, now that he thought about it, yeah, why not?

      “She’s got this old Victorian mahogany desk that I’ve always fantasized about being bent over and—”

      Aaron covered her mouth, afraid to hear more as he glanced up at the house to make sure no one else was within ear shot. Then he focused on practicing sutures in his head. The last thing he needed was to walk into her parent’s mansion sporting a boner.

      He could feel her smile underneath his hand. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “You’re not sorry.”

      She shook her head, her blue eyes sparkling.

      Who was he to deny this woman anything?
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      Aaron had been to fancy parties before but this one took the cake. Kayleigh’s parents had gone all out for the rehearsal dinner. She told him earlier that the bride’s parents—who, of course, were also her ex’s parents—were just as loaded. She warned that tomorrow’s wedding would be over the top for sure.

      Kayleigh’s father stood at one of the round tables inside their country club dining room.

      Aaron could see the anxiety flickering in Kayleigh’s eyes. What was she afraid of?

      “I’d like to thank everyone for coming this evening,” Bob said. “Especially my daughter, Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery, who traveled a long way to be here for this wedding.” He beamed. “And welcome to her special friend, also a doctor, Dr. Aaron Sumner.” He winked.

      Oh, shit. He winked. What was that about?

      Kayleigh blushed and nodded. That was new. She seemed embarrassed by the attention. There were few times he’d ever seen her blush. Maybe reading her dirty romance novels. He bit back a laugh.

      “They came all the way from Colorado,” her father added, like airplanes were something new.

      “Thanks so much for coming, Kayleigh.” Her brother’s fiancée, Brittany, reached over the table and squeezed her hand and smiled. “You too, Aaron.”

      The girl seemed nice enough, even though she was related to her dick of a brother.

      Aaron listened as Kayleigh’s father talked about Hunter and Brittany. How they’d met and how right they were for each other. How he was so happy to have her join their family.

      Aaron tuned out her father’s words and watched Kayleigh’s reaction. No one else would know the stress she was feeling by being back home, but he saw it. It was there in the tightness of her jaw, the way her hands were clasped tight in her lap, the brittleness under her smile.

      Her father gazed down at Hunter and Brittany and raised his glass. “To the happy couple, I wish you years of happiness. May you create a life and a family who always feel loved and respected.”

      Kayleigh choked. “In other words, different than the one we grew up in,” she whispered, leaning into him.

      “And may you always find passion for whatever you do in this life,” he continued. “That’s the definition of true success.”

      “Even if that means working with animals,” her mother said, chuckling.

      A few others joined in.

      What. A. Fucking. Bitch.

      When Kayleigh remained still, her mother waved her off. “Oh, Kayleigh, I’m just teasing.”

      But she wasn’t, anyone could tell.

      Aaron slipped his arm around Kayleigh and pulled her tight. “Do you know how many species of animals there are, Mrs. Montgomery?” He couldn’t help it but defend Kayleigh, even though he knew she’d be furious.

      Kayleigh shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Her brother’s face puckered as he reached for his glass. “And here’s to living independently and not off the wealth of others. That’s also success.” He raised his glass. “Right, Mother?”

      Score one for the brother.

      Kayleigh’s mother frowned at Hunter.

      Aaron bit back a laugh. “I’m pretty sure the fireworks in your family have nothing to do with you, Lee Lee,” he whispered in her ear.

      She glanced up at him with huge eyes and nodded. “Who knew?”

      “Anyway,” her father said louder this time. “Here’s to the happy couple. Congratulations Hunter and Brittany. Welcome to the family, dear.” He smiled at Brittany before glancing down at his wife then back. “Enter at your own risk.”

      Everyone burst into laughter.

      Everyone except Debra Montgomery.

      “Enjoy your meal, everyone,” Bob said.

      The guests seated in the swanky room raised their glasses, a chorus of well wishes echoing around the table.

      “Congrats, big brother,” Kayleigh said, leaning over and hugging Hunter around the neck.

      “Proud of you, sis.”

      Kayleigh backed away, smiling bigger than Aaron had never seen. No matter what she’d ever said, she wanted her family’s approval.

      “Hey, Kay Kay.” Someone said behind them.

      Kay Kay?

      Aaron turned and studied the tall, lanky man standing behind them. His beady eyes, pointy nose and thin lips gave him the appearance of an obnoxious bird. This had to be Van-dick.

      Aaron leaned in close to Kayleigh, one arm going around her as his mouth went to her ear. “Really? This was the guy you were going to marry?”

      Kayleigh turned and stiffened. “Hey, Bryce.”

      The douchebag surveyed Kayleigh like she was a piece of meat he could order and have cooked in front of him. “You look good, Kay Kay.” It didn’t sound like a compliment.

      Kayleigh’s smile was stiff.

      Bryce dragged a chair over from another table. “So you did it, huh?”

      “Did what?” she asked.

      “That whole animal medicine thing. You finished. Your dad’s really proud of you.” Bryce’s words were congratulatory, but there was a hint of dismissal in his tone that echoed the fact he wasn’t exactly thrilled Kayleigh had accomplished her goals.

      “It’s called veterinary medicine, Bryce,” Hunter said, correcting the asshole.

      Dipshit grinned, big and toothy. “I know that, Hunter.”

      Brittany leaned over Hunter and stared at her brother. “Then say it next time, Bryce. It’s not animal medicine.”

      He chuckled and Kayleigh snorted, covering her mouth.

      Brittany turned and stared at the two of them then looked at Kayleigh and smiled. “Proud of you, girl.”

      “Thanks.” Kayleigh smiled but ducked her head. Aaron couldn’t believe this shy woman in front of him. Why wasn’t she reveling in their accolades?

      “You seriously like that small town you’re in? Creekside Canyon or something?” This dipshit wasn’t going to let up.

      “Yes.” Kayleigh’s responses was succinct. Probably better.

      “I thought you wanted to do big city stuff?” He asked as if he had intimate knowledge of her dreams and desires.

      “Some things change,” Kayleigh said. “I like it in Canyon Creek. The mountain is gorgeous and the air is clean. You can breathe fresh air and walk outside without hearing traffic or the sounds of thousands of people talking around you.”

      Bryce laughed. “Didn’t take you for the rugged, outdoors type.”

      “Apparently there were a lot of things you didn’t take me for, Bryce.”

      Yes! She was throwing a few punches of her own now. That was the Kayleigh he knew and loved. Wait, loved?

      “And who’s this, your boyfriend?” Bryce turned to Aaron, extending a puny hand.

      Kayleigh shook her head. “No—”

      “Yes,” Aaron corrected. “Aaron Sumner. Doctor Aaron Sumner.”

      “Another doctor in the family.” Hunter chuckled, fist bumping Aaron.

      “Appears so,” Aaron said. “I’m here to profess my undying love for this beauty,” he said, placing his hand over his heart as he stared down at Kayleigh, suppressing a grin.

      “Stop,” she hit him. “He’s kidding. We’re just friends.”

      Aaron hated her answer. Did he seriously want to be more?

      “I’m sure Kayleigh’s told you I’m an attorney,” Bryce said, sitting back and smirking, like being a lawyer was the most impressive thing ever.

      “Actually, no,” Aaron shook his head. “Kayleigh’s never mentioned you. Were you two close?” He watched in delight as the fucker’s smug expression fell.

      Hunter snorted.

      Kayleigh turned her head and he could see her biting back a laugh.

      Bryce’s brows knitted together but something dangerous flickered in his eyes.

      Aaron sat up straighter, his body going on high alert. This douche was about to strike.

      “Kayleigh’s mom mentioned you aren’t practicing medicine anymore,” Bryce said, with a condescending smirk. “What’s up with that?”

      What the hell had Kayleigh been thinking, almost marrying this asshole?

      “That’s not true,” Kayleigh said.

      “He’s actually taking a leave of absence,” Kayleigh’s father answered for Aaron. Where had Bob come from? “I’m going to try and talk him into joining us on an Operation Smile trip this summer. I bring all my students once a year.” He chuckled. “We can always use more doctors.”

      Aaron had heard of the organization but knew the physicians operated on patients with cleft palates. He couldn’t operate any more. He’d have to tell Kayleigh’s dad the truth before he recruited him.

      Kayleigh squeezed his hand.

      “There are a lot of opportunities for surgeons outside of the operating room,” her father said as if he already knew Aaron’s situation. Had Kayleigh told him?

      “That sounds amazing, Bob,” Aaron said, wanting to change the subject. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Hope you do.” Bob smiled with a nod. “And we’re always looking for guest lecturers at Boston University. Maybe you and Kayleigh could return sometime for a working visit.”

      Aaron had never thought about teaching before.

      Kayleigh smiled. “That would be nice, Dad.”

      “Well, anyway,” Bob waved his hand in the air. “Just something to think about. There are always options. You know what they say about one door closing.”

      Yep, Aaron didn’t know how, but Bob Montgomery knew his situation.

      “I think it’s, when one window closes,” Bryce said.

      “Whatever,” her father waved him off, his dislike for the man evident.

      “Thanks, Bob,” Aaron said. “I appreciate it.” And he did.

      “As long as you’re happy, doing what you love. Right pumpkin?” He glanced at Kayleigh.

      She nodded. “Right.”

      “She still stubborn as hell, Aaron?” Bob asked, his words directed at Aaron but his smile all for his daughter.

      Aaron laughed. “Yes, sir.”

      Bob reached across the table and grasped Kayleigh’s chin. “Glad to see some things never change, Lee Lee. It’s good to have you home.”

      Kayleigh smiled. “It’s good to be home,” she said. It sounded like she meant it.

      “You know if you ever need anything,” her father paused, “anything, you can always count on me, okay?”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      He shook his head and laughed, looking at Aaron. “Hard headed, this one.”

      “I learned from the best,” she said.

      “That’s true. Well, on that note, let’s get to drinking.” Her dad raised his glass. “Where the hell are those waiters I’m spending an obscene amount of money on?”

      The people around them erupted in laughter at his words as a waiter moved in with a tray of fresh drinks.

      Kayleigh squeezed Aaron’s thigh.

      He glanced down at her. Her eyes were wide but the joy on her face was unmistakable.

      “Thank you,” she said. “You were right.”

      He cupped his ear. “Say that again?”

      She swatted his chest. “Shush.”

      “I usually am.” He grasped her hand and held it up to his mouth, gently kissing her palm. “You’re very welcome, pet doctor.”

      She giggled.

      “You want to know how you can pay me back?”

      The cutest dent creased between her brows. “How?”

      He leaned in, whispering in her ear. “Library,” he said smiling.
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      “Daniel, please let me get those bags,” Kayleigh said, trying to get to the luggage before their driver could.

      “Nonsense, Miss Kayleigh. You know I enjoy doing things for you.”

      She smiled. Kayleigh had forgotten how lucky they were to have such an amazing staff who truly cared for her. It didn’t completely make up for a mother who was less than affectionate, but it was something.

      Aaron stood beside her as they said goodbye to her family. He’d been such a trouper.

      It was Sunday afternoon and they were on their way home. The wedding had been spectacular—of course—the food unbelievable, and the company surprisingly enjoyable. Even her mother had been kind to her during the reception.

      Kayleigh had learned one valuable lesson while home. Aaron was right. It didn’t matter what others thought of you, it only mattered how you saw yourself. Success was in the eye of the person reaching for their dreams. And today she was happy with her decision to study veterinary medicine, whether or not her clinic was profitable.

      Hunter and Brittany had returned to her family home for brunch that morning even though it was the morning after their wedding night. He said he wanted to see his baby sister off. To be honest, she was grateful to be able to see him one last time before she left. It had been too long.

      “I’m so glad you came, sweetheart,” her father said as they stood waiting for their luggage to be loaded, taking her into his arms.

      “Me, too, Dad.” And she meant it.

      “And it was so nice to meet you, Aaron.” Her father held out his hand

      Aaron clasped it in his. “Thank you for having me.”

      “Of course.” Her father dropped his hand. “And please consider my offer to come with us on our trip this summer. We’d love to have you in whatever capacity you could offer.”

      Aaron smiled and nodded but didn’t commit to anything. Part of her was sad that he was in such limbo.

      Hunter stepped forward and wrapped her in an equally impressive embrace. “It was good to see you, brat.”

      She laughed into his broad chest. “You too, honey bun.”

      Hunter rubbed his knuckles on her head.

      “Ow,” she yelped, stepping back, drawing laughter from her brother. “Some things never change,” her father said, shaking his head.

      “Seriously,” Brittany said, walking toward her and hugging Kayleigh. “Thank you so much for coming. It meant a lot…to all of us. And I’m sorry about my jerk-wad brother.”

      Kayleigh shrugged and stepped back, realizing what she was about to say was absolutely true. “I’ve moved on. I’m kind of glad he was a jerk-wad all those years ago. I may never have had the courage to go to vet school.”

      “Oh, you had the courage,” her mother snorted from her place next to Kayleigh’s father.

      Kayleigh stared at her mother in surprise.

      “You’re the most hard-headed, stubborn…” her mother paused and Kayleigh held her breath, wondering what other mean things she would say before they left. “Most determined, goal driven girl I ever knew.” She walked toward Kayleigh and pushed her hair off her shoulders. “With the most beautiful skin I’ve ever seen. Oh,” she practically shouted, raising her hands in the air.

      Kayleigh jumped.

      “I almost forgot.”

      Her mother dashed inside the house and returned with two silver gift bags, both marked with Neiman Marcus on the outside. Why wasn’t she surprised?

      Her mother dug around in one of the bags. “Yvette at the beauty bar,” she glanced up, “you remember Yvette, right?”

      How could she not? Her mother had dragged Kayleigh to Neiman Marcus on a monthly basis, trying on new clothes and shoes that never fit, and sampling beauty products she hated, all in the hopes of turning Kayleigh into the beauty queen her mother had always dreamed of.

      “Well, I was in the store last week and she told me about this wonderful new brand of skin care from Hawaii of all places.” She glanced up at Kayleigh. “Hawaii? Isn’t that funny?”

      Kayleigh nodded, knowing it was best not to question her mother.

      “Anyway, it’s called Mahalo Skin Care and it comes in these adorable faux wood containers.” Her mother pulled out a jar to show the group, as if they cared. “Did you know mahalo means thank you in Hawaiian?” She stuffed the container back in the bag, unaware that no one really cared.

      “I had Yvette put together the entire line of skin care for you,” she said, “beauty balm, hydrating mask and an antioxidant because—” her mother glanced up and cupped Kayleigh’s face “—you’re getting older now sweetheart, in the sun working with those animals and out in wilderness. It’s never too soon to tend to those wrinkles.”

      Kayleigh realized in that moment her mother was showing love the only way she knew how. For years her mother had been judged solely on her ability to look and act perfect as she entertained Boston’s elite. Yes, her mother would always find the flaws and concentrate on the superficial things, but this was her mother’s way of showing she cared, in a worried, backhanded sort of way.

      Her mother handed Kayleigh the bag. “It’s all in there. Yvette included instructions and what to use when. Her card’s there too if you have any questions. Oh, and it’s all organic and pet-friendly or pet something. She said they didn’t hurt any rats or anything. I thought you would like that.” Her mother glanced up and smiled. She truly was a beautiful woman.

      Kayleigh took the bag from her and watched as her mother knitted her hands together, seeming nervous.

      “Oh, and this.” Her mother reached down for the other bag and handed it to Kayleigh. “This is the nail care kit from London Care. Everyone at the garden club raves about it. There’s a nourishing cuticle cream and a moisturizing mask for your hands. Don’t use it on your face.” She smiled as if that was the funniest thing. “I know you’re working with your hands a lot, so I thought it might be useful.”

      Kayleigh nodded, surprised by her mother’s outpouring of gifts. She couldn’t help wondering how much it had all cost.

      “And be sure to apply plenty of sunblock too, Kayleigh Marie. I know you’re out with those horses and cattle and pigs and things.” Her mother shuddered. “Especially apply it to your hands. Hands always show their age, that’s what I’ve always said.”

      Kayleigh set both bags on the ground and stepped up to her mother, wrapping her arms around her neck and kissing her cheek. “Thanks, Mother,” she whispered in her ear.

      Her mother gave her one tight squeeze before pushing her back and staring at her face. “Mahalo, right?”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Mahalo, Mom.”

      Her mother’s face lit up like a Christmas tree and Kayleigh realized that maybe her mother also needed the affection of her daughter.

      “We better get going if we don’t want to miss our plane,” Aaron said behind her.

      She turned, surprised to see him smiling like a Cheshire Cat. She nodded once, then faced her family.

      “Come back again soon, Lee Lee,” her father said, wrapping her in another warm embrace that felt so good she thought she might actually want to stay.

      “Oh, Kayleigh, sweetheart,” Mrs. Nelson, their cook, called to her as she stepped out onto the porch, carrying a white bag. “I packed you some brownies for your trip home.”

      Kayleigh smiled, reaching for the bag, surprised when her mother said nothing about empty calories.

      “I hope you didn’t pack all of them, Mrs. Nelson,” her brother said. “We’ve got a long flight to Paris and I sure could use some.”

      “I think I can find more for you somewhere.” Mrs. Nelson winked.

      “Goodbye, sweetheart,” Kayleigh’s mother said, stepping up next to her. “It really was good to have you home. Thank you for coming.” She slid her arms around Kayleigh’s shoulders and squeezed then quickly stepped away as if unsure of herself.

      “You too, Mom. It was good to see you, too.”

      Aaron reached for her hand and she took it, not feeling at all uncomfortable by his show of affection. They’d grown closer during this trip, which was probably a bad thing for her heart. But she didn’t care. For now, she had the affection of her family and a man who cared about her well-being. There really wasn’t much more she could ask for.
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      As Aaron pulled up to the small ranch house where Izzie lived, he saw her father, Manny, and Mr. Rutherford walk out the door. At the sight of Mr. Rutherford at Manny’s house, Aaron’s stomach sank. Hopefully Izzie hadn’t gotten worse overnight.

      She was scheduled to go to the Children’s Hospital in two days for pre-op work, then spend the night and have a tonsil- and adenoidectomy the following day. Manny and his mother had been very nervous despite Aaron and Doc’s assurances that this was a routine procedure.

      Aaron reached in the back of his brother’s SUV for his medical bag and stepped out of the car. It was strange to have a bag, like an old-timey doctor. He felt strangely comfortable with the bag in hand though. It reminded him of his ROTC days when he was ready for anything.

      “How’s the patient?” Aaron called.

      Their faces were strained and instantly Aaron knew his fears were real.

      He stepped onto the porch. “What’s going on?”

      “Her fever spiked again,” Manny said.

      “That’s to be expected,” Aaron said, trying to reassure the worried father. “From what Doc told me, Izzie runs high fevers. What is her temp? Is it coming down with medicine?”

      “One-oh-two-point-four. It’s come down some with acetaminophen and ibuprofen,” Manny said, “but not much.”

      “Have you tried cool baths like we talked about?”

      “Yes,” Manny nodded, fear still evident in his expression.

      “Let’s go check in on her, just in case.” The knot in Aaron’s stomach grew tighter. He wasn’t a pediatrician, but the body was the body, and he wanted to set eyes on the girl and assess her himself.

      “Just in case what?” Manny asked.

      “We’ll just do another examine to see if we missed anything.”

      Manny stepped closer, his normally bronzed skin turning pale. “What could you have missed?”

      Shit. This was the part of medicine he hated. It wasn’t exact. There could be a lot of things a small-town clinic couldn’t find. That’s why he missed his big city hospital. There, the diagnostic equipment was much more impressive and there was a team of doctors and nurses, each checking and re-checking one another.

      Rather than run more tests they didn’t have and wait for the results, he and Doc had decided yesterday to let the hospital run a thorough diagnostic of her. They’d done a complete blood count and checked for the normal things. They’d attributed her high white blood cell count to her tonsillitis. The poor girl had been running a fever off and on for three days now and Aaron wasn’t happy. The honest truth was, it could be a host of things.

      “She’ll be fine, Manny,” Aaron tried to assure. “Let me go in and check her out.”

      “Hello, Dr. Aaron.” Mrs. Rodriguez called to him from in the house.

      “Hello, Mrs. Rodriguez,” he said, stepping into the small but comfortable home.

      “Please, call me Estelle.”

      Aaron smiled and nodded. “Of course. Where is Izzie?”

      “She’s in her room,” she said. “She’s asleep.”

      “When did you last check her temperature?”

      “Less than an hour ago.”

      Aaron followed Estelle down the hall. “When was the last time you gave her a dose of ibuprofen or acetaminophen?”

      ”We’re using both, alternating them. She had a dose of acetaminophen two hours ago.”

      That was long enough that her temp should have come down somewhat. Aaron walked into Izzie’s room and saw her completely passed out. The sinking feeling was back.

      He set his bag down next to her bed and pulled out his stethoscope. He rolled her slightly to listen to her lungs. It would have been easier if she were awake and could take deep breaths. He didn’t hear any cracking or bubbling. That was a good sign, although he couldn’t completely rule out pneumonia without tests. The girl was burning up.

      He rolled her back and listened to her heart. She had an elevated heart rate but that was to be expected. He closed his eyes, listening again. He forgot how much he missed the steady rhythm of the heart. His eyes opened when he heard it, an arrhythmia. Her heart was skipping a beat. This wasn’t good.

      He turned to Manny. “Has Izzie ever been diagnosed with a heart condition?”

      “No.” He shook his head.

      Everything inside him said they needed to get Izzie to the hospital now.

      “What’s wrong?” Estelle asked, moving closer.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” Aaron said. “But I would feel much better if we get Izzie to the hospital today rather than wait.”

      Estelle sucked in a breath. “Why, what’s wrong?”

      Manny held on to his mother’s shoulder.

      “It could be several things.” Aaron wasn’t going to rattle off possibilities and send them into a panic.

      “Not just tonsillitis?” Manny asked.

      “It’s possible that’s all this is,” he said, trying not to have them freak out. “But she’s had a high fever and an elevated blood count. Her body isn’t able to maintain her core temperature. Her breathing looks labored and I’m concerned about her heartbeat.”

      Estelle let out a sob before covering her mouth.

      “Please, Estelle, it’s all right,” Aaron tried to assure her. “I just would rather err on the side of caution, get her to the hospital so they can do a complete work-up of her.”

      “So, you want to go to Denver now?” Manny asked.

      “Yes, I think that would be best. The sooner the—”

      “We can take my chopper,” Mr. Rutherford said.

      “You have a helicopter?” Aaron asked.

      “Sure do.”

      “And you fly?”

      Mr. Rutherford nodded. “Yes.”

      “I can take her,” someone else said behind them.

      Aaron turned and saw Mr. Rutherford’s son, Grayson, standing, hands in pocket.

      “You fly too?”

      “Yep,” Grayson nodded.

      Aaron was floored. This could make a big difference in medical emergencies for their small town. Even with the ski lodge here, they still didn’t have some of the resources the larger ski areas did. How had Aaron not known there was access to a helicopter in town? Probably because he hadn’t been home in years.

      He turned back to Mr. Rutherford. “That would be wonderful. I’d like to get her there as quickly as possible.”

      “You’re that concerned?” Manny asked.

      “I’m cautious, Manny, that’s all.”

      “I’ll go get it fired up,” Grayson said.

      Aaron turned to Estelle. “Pack her some clothes, bring her favorite things.”

      “Doc Aaron?” a small voice came from the bed.

      Aaron knelt down beside Izzie. “Hey, sweet girl.” He smiled.

      “Where am I going?”

      “You get to take a ride high in the sky. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      She slipped her hand in his. “Will you come with me?”

      Aaron knew from experience that space in a chopper was limited. “I don’t think there’s room for this ride, but I’ll drive over and see you as soon as I can.”

      She nodded. “It hurts to swallow.”

      “I know.” He set a hand to her forehead. She was still burning up. “Just try to rest. You need to get better soon. Sunshine is going to have her baby any day now.” He hoped the mention of the horse she considered her own would help ease Izzie’s anxiety.

      She nodded once. “Okay,” she said quietly as her eyes floated shut again.

      He found Beezus on the floor and picked the toy up, tucking it under Izzie’s arm.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice horse.

      He leaned down and kissed her forehead, staring down at the little girl. He couldn’t ever remember caring for one of his cardiac patients like he did Izzie. Finally, he stood.

      Mrs. Rodriguez already had a bag packed for Izzie.

      “You’ll probably want to bring one for yourself,” he said.

      She nodded and left the room but not before he saw the tears rolling down her face.

      He grabbed her in the hallway. “Estelle,” he said.

      She stared down at the ground.

      “The children’s hospital is the best place for her right now.” He tried to reassure her grandmother without offering false hope. “I just want to make sure she has the best care possible.”

      She nodded. “I know Dr. Aaron, I know. It’s just…”

      He understood. “She’s your Izzie.”

      She glanced up, tears in her eyes. “She’s my everything.”

      Aaron swallowed down a lump. “We’ll make sure she’s okay. I’ll come to the hospital myself as soon as I can.”

      “Thank you,” she said, wiping at her face.

      Aaron grabbed his bag and headed for the door. He needed to get a head start so he could get to the hospital as soon as possible.

      Manny stood, eyes bleak.

      “Manny, she’ll be fine. I told your mother—”

      “I know,” he said. “I heard.” Finally he glanced up. “She’s right. Izzie is my everything.”

      Kayleigh’s face flashed in Aaron’s mind and he knew what Manny meant. All he could do was nod. “I’m going to head back to the medical center and call ahead to the Children’s Hospital so they’ll know what to expect. Then I’ll get on the road and join you there.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Sumner.” Manny reached out and grabbed Aaron’s arm.

      “Please, call me, Aaron.”

      Manny shook his head. “You’ve earned the respect. You’re Dr. Sumner.”

      Aaron heard the shwoosh of the helicopter blades in the background. “It sounds like they’re almost ready for you guys.”

      “I’ll go get Izzie,” Manny said, walking back into the house.

      Mr. Rutherford walked up the steps to the porch. “Grayson’s got her fired up. He’s ready whenever they are.”

      “I think they’ll be right out. Thanks for doing this,” Aaron said.

      “Not a problem. We’d do anything for Izzie. She’s our girl.”

      “Mr. Rutherford, could Doc and I call on you from time to time? Sometimes he receives calls from remote locations and they need help fast? Maybe we could work out some way to raise funds to pay for the gas and maybe contribute to the helicopter’s maintenance?”

      “”Don’t worry about the cost, son. If someone needs help, we’ll be here.”

      Aaron smiled. This was the small-town mentality—help a neighbor in need no matter the cost. That’s the way Kayleigh ran her practice.

      Mr. Rutherford smiled. “Sounds like you’re staying here in Canyon Creek.”

      Aaron shrugged.

      “It’d be nice to have you. I know Doc sure could use the help.”

      He wasn’t one hundred percent sure but something had changed between him and Kayleigh since they’d returned from Boston. Their relationship felt more real. He couldn’t explain it, but he definitely wanted to explore it.

      “Anytime you need the chopper just give us a call. Grayson or I can fly you. Dylan too if he’s in town.”

      “Isn’t he in Denver?” Aaron asked. Mr. Rutherford’s older son was a veterinarian.

      “Yeah,” Mr. Rutherford replied, “but I’m trying to get him back here.”

      “To do vet medicine?”

      Mr. Rutherford nodded.

      “But, Kayleigh runs the clinic.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got some ideas.” Mr. Rutherford tapped his temple.

      “Have you talked to her about them?”

      The other man laughed and shook his head. “Do you know Dr. Kayleigh Montgomery?”

      Aaron laughed. “Petite, blonde, stubborn.”

      “Not willing to take help even when she needs it.”

      “Yeah, I’ve met her.”

      The two men laughed.

      “I know she’s swamped and I want to help her,” Mr. Rutherford said.

      Aaron nodded, not wanting to disclose anything about Kayleigh’s business inadvertently. He wouldn’t add to whatever gossip might be going around town.

      Mr. Rutherford walked down the steps with Aaron. “I think she’s having some financial problems too, probably because she’s spread too thin.”

      “She’s definitely spread thin,” Aaron said. “What’s your plan?”

      “I’d like to propose a partnership with her. Do you think she would go for that? You’ve been spending a lot of time together. Figured you knew her a little better than most.”

      Aaron nodded. “I think it would be a great idea. I’ve been researching some things as well. Not sure how she would feel about it. She hates asking for help. But maybe it’s time someone insisted she take it.”

      “I’d hate to lose her. She’s a great veterinarian with a big heart,” he said. “She’s done a lot of good for the town and the ranchers in the area.”

      Aaron thought back to their time in Boston. It seemed Kayleigh was changing, growing more accepting of help. He knew every day was getting harder and harder for her to make ends meet. “Maybe you should set up a meeting,” Aaron said.

      “Maybe I will.” Mr. Rutherford tipped his hat.

      “We’re ready,” Manny said, walking up beside them carrying several bags.

      “I’ll join you in Denver as soon as I can,” Aaron said.

      “Here, let me get Izzie.” Mr. Rutherford took her from Estelle. Aaron was struck by how tiny and frail she looked. Sending her to the hospital now was the right decision.

      “I’ll head to the office and call the hospital,” Aaron said. “Let me know when you get there,” he said to Manny. He turned to Estelle.

      Her eyes were red rimmed, her cheeks stained with tears.

      “You have to be strong for her, Estelle,” Aaron said. “It will only upset her more to see you upset.”

      She stood tall and squared her shoulders, wiping at her face. “Yes, Dr. Aaron,” she said.

      Aaron walked with them as they moved toward the helicopter but stopped several yards away to avoid the turbulent winds. “Call me when you get there,” he yelled to Grayson. “Let me know how she’s doing.”

      Mr. Rutherford walked Manny, Estelle and Izzie to the door and helped load them into the helicopter.

      “Will do. Thanks, Doc.” Grayson gave him a thumbs up.

      Doc? He wasn’t Doc.

      Mr. Rutherford ducked and ran out from under the thundering blades.

      Aaron stepped back. With one wave from Grayson in the driver’s seat, the aircraft lifted off the ground and banked toward the left.

      Aaron’s heart raced in his chest and his palms grew damp. He couldn’t remember being this worried about a patient in a long time. He realized that he cared for his patients in Chicago but he never knew them well enough to be this concerned.

      In that moment he knew the changes to his heart if he chose to stay with Kayleigh, to practice medicine would be significant.

      He had a feeling, too, that they might not be bad changes. Not bad at all.
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      Kayleigh slid behind the wheel of her Jeep, heading to the Rutherford ranch. It was time to check on Sunshine. The horse should be close to delivering her colt.

      She had to admit that the portable ultrasound machine Aaron wanted to try to get for her would come in handy. Telling him he was right had been a difficult chore. She laughed, remembering their conversation. Thankfully it had taken place in bed.

      The gorgeous day made the ride to the ranch much more enjoyable than it might have been otherwise. She had meant to call Aaron to check on Izzie this morning but hadn’t had a chance yet. Hopefully, when she got to the ranch, they’d have good news.

      Izzie had been in the hospital for several days, suffering from a virus that had settled in her adenoid tissue, but was due home later this afternoon. Their decision to remove both her adenoids and tonsils had come at just the right time. The only complication was that the virus had attacked Izzie’s heart. Thankfully, Aaron was a cardiologist and had caught the issue and gotten her to the hospital for treatment in time.

      She laughed at the irony. Aaron had gone to medical school to help people and thought the only way to do that was to be the very best, which meant practicing in a big city hospital. Yet here he was, no real experience with pediatrics, and he’d saved Izzie from a life-threatening illness.

      The doctors expected a full recovery with no permanent damage to her heart. She’d never heard such relief in Aaron’s voice when he’d called her with the news several days ago.

      The music on the stereo stopped, announcing an incoming call from her father. That was a surprise.

      She pushed the button on the steering wheel. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Lee Lee.”

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “It’s so good to hear your voice and not your voice mail.”

      She laughed but couldn’t help feel guilty.

      “I just wanted to tell you how happy we were to have you and Aaron at Hunter’s wedding. It just meant so much to us.”

      Kayleigh smiled. “Aaron and I enjoyed the trip.” And she really had.

      “So, what are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m heading out to a local ranch. One of their mares is expecting soon and I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      “That sounds exciting.”

      If her father would have told her that a year ago, she would have believed he was being sarcastic. Now she heard the excitement in his voice.

      “Maybe we could come down sometime and see your operation.”

      She wanted to say yes but she still felt anxious knowing she wasn’t exactly where she wanted to be financially. “Um, sure,” she said. “Right now things are really busy though.”

      She’d spent the last few days researching grants and other funding options. She’d taken Aaron’s advice, hoping to find a way to stay in Canyon Creek. There were several programs she knew she would qualify for, like companion care funding. Many of her patients were companion animals for elderly owners, like Mr. Ferguson and his cat, Pebbles.

      And there were several rural practice enhancement grants that Aaron had told her about. The grants would provide her practice with the money she needed in order to provide services that she couldn’t afford right now.

      Filling out the applications took a great deal of time, and there was still quite a bit of information she needed to pull together, but it was a start. If she had another six months, maybe she could get her head above water, but she didn’t want to share that with her father yet.

      “Yes,” he said, “I’m sure it’s busy. I’m just so proud of you.”

      Kayleigh smiled. He sounded genuine, and in her heart she felt like he was.

      “Well, whenever you have the time, I’d love to come see you.”

      “Okay,” she said, “I’ll look at my schedule and make some room.”

      “I’ll let you go. I just wanted to call and say hello and that I love you.”

      Kayleigh’s grin spread wide. “I love you too, Dad.”

      “Be careful with that horse.” He laughed and she knew why. When she was younger she competed in equestrian events until she’d been thrown off a prize mare and broke her collar bone. She’d ridden again but never competed after that. It had lost some of its luster.

      “I will, Dad. Thanks. Have a great rest of your day.”

      “I will, sweetheart. Call me soon.”

      “Okay,” she said. And she meant it. “Bye, Dad.”

      “Bye, Lee Lee.”

      She disconnected the call and laughed. For years she’d hated the nickname and begged her father to stop. She was glad he hadn’t. Now it felt like a term of endearment.

      She continued the drive, her thoughts returning to the grant applications. She knew Aaron’s brother Jake was involved in politics and government. Maybe he could give her some tips on how to fill out applications so she would stand out.

      Before she knew it, she’d made it to the Rutherford Ranch. She wound her way down the road to the stables and pulled up outside.

      Alan Rutherford appeared from the stable as she was pulling her bag from the passenger seat, which surprised her

      “Hey, Kayleigh,” he said, waving at her.

      “Hey, Alan. How’s our patient today?”

      “Still holding her colt in. Grayson said she’s going to hold onto it until Izzie’s back home.”

      “He’s probably right.” She laughed. “Thank you for flying Izzie to Denver. That was very kind of you guys.”

      “Of course. I’m just thankful Aaron was here.”

      She nodded. She was thankful too and wondered again how long he would stay. She was surprised to find her feelings for him growing deeper.

      It was highly likely she was starting to care too much for Aaron. This was supposed to be short-term but it didn’t feel like it anymore

      “We’d do anything for Izzie,” Alan said, pulling her back to the conversation.

      She smiled, moving into the barn and making her way to Sunshine’s stall. “She is pretty special.”

      “We’d do anything for you, too, Kayleigh.”

      The strange statement made her stop and she turned to stare at Alan. “What does that mean?”

      He cleared his throat as he took off his hat and fumbled with it. In all the years she’d worked for the Rutherfords, she’d never seen Alan nervous. Something in her gut said she wasn’t going to like this conversation.

      He cleared his throat. “I know it can be difficult to make a private practice work in a small town for some veterinarians. And for you it’s probably even more difficult, given you’re doing ranch and rural work in addition to your clinic.”

      “It’s hard, but I enjoy the work.”

      “I’d just hate to lose you,” he said. “You’re a great vet.”

      “Why would you lose me?” she asked with a sinking feeling in her stomach.

      He stared at her then down at his hat.

      “Just say it, Alan.” Kayleigh didn’t miss the cold tone to her voice, but she also didn’t know how to soften it. The idea that people were talking about her business behind her back—talking about how her business was failing—set her on edge.

      He looked up and stared at her. “I know things aren’t as good as you’d like, financially.”

      Kayleigh pressed her lips together. She didn’t need to ask how he’d gotten the information. It was a small town, rumors always circulated. Some true, some not.

      “There’s been some talk. Mostly we’re worried that we’re going to lose you.”

      She stared at him, at a loss, embarrassed beyond belief. “Who’s we?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’m doing fine, Alan.”

      “Well, I was talking to Aaron and he thought now might be a good time to talk to you about an idea I’ve had for awhile.”

      Her body stiffened and seemed to grow cold as her heartbeat slowed. “Aaron?” she asked through clenched teeth. “What did Aaron say?”

      “He didn’t say anything, really.”

      Bullshit. Her face heated with embarrassment. Everything she’d told him had been private. He knew damned well she didn’t want her business aired.

      “I just said I had some ideas, to help you, financially,” he said, “with the clinic, I mean. We both said how stubborn you are.” He laughed.

      Her eyes narrowed and she worked to unclench her hands. Not only had they talked about her, but they’d laughed at her, too.

      “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded, Kayleigh. It came out wrong.”

      She laughed with no humor. “I really need to check on Sunshine. I’ve got patients to see this afternoon. And as you’ve already pointed out, I’m strapped for time. And for cash.”

      “Kayleigh, wait.” He reached out and caught her arm. “I was just going to talk to you about a partnership with you and the clinic. I’ve wanted to get Dylan back here for a long time. I thought maybe if you two went into partnership you could split the clinic. He could do large animals and you could do small.”

      Kayleigh was so pissed she couldn’t hear the proposal. How dare he and Aaron talk about her practice behind her back?

      “Please don’t be upset, Kayleigh. I really only have your best interest at heart.”

      She held in a laugh.

      As if sensing her anger, Alan dropped her arm. “Aaron said there are all kinds of grants, and I’ve talked to the town council about providing some assistance.”

      She stepped back. “Town council? Jeez, Alan who the hell didn’t you tell about my financial problems? What gives you the right?”

      He stepped closer. “It wasn’t like that, Kayleigh. We just—”

      “I guess this is what I get for thinking I could have a legitimate practice in a small town.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      “My three-year contract with the American Veterinary Medical Association is almost over. I can move anywhere. Maybe I need to rethink where I want to practice medicine.”

      “Kayleigh, I would hate to lose you just because I was trying to come up with options for you. I just wanted to help you. We all do. We want you to stay in Canyon Creek.”

      Her head dropped and she made herself take a slow, deep breath before she said something she regretted. It wouldn’t go over well to tell her biggest client he was acting like an overbearing parent, or that he could go shove his proposals where the sun didn’t shine.

      “I know,” she said, and she believed him. But in trying to help her succeed he’d taken away her independence, her freedom to make it on her own. Just like everyone in her life had, even her ex-boyfriend. In her eyes, and the eye of others, that made her a failure. A very public failure, from the sound of it. “If you’ll excuse me, Alan, I’m going to check on Sunshine.”

      “Of course,” he said, stepping back. “Kayleigh,” he called as she walked away.

      She gritted her teeth tight and turned to face him. “What?”

      He shook his head and slapped his hat on his head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have talked about this with anyone other than you. I just…”

      “Just what?” She asked, hands on hips. God, she was so embarrassed.

      “I just wanted you to know how much we all care about you. That we’d do anything to help you stay. If you’d let us. That’s all.”

      Without letting her respond, he turned on his heels and left her standing in the middle of the barn feeling like a bigger failure than ever.
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      Aaron looked down at the worn table inside Canyon Creek Country Diner, readjusting his napkin.

      “Dude, calm down,” Ben said. “They’ll understand.”

      He’d asked his family to meet him in town after his shift at the medical clinic. He laughed to himself. His shift. He was getting more entrenched in things in Canyon Creek. “It’s not that,” he said.

      “What is it?” Ben reached for a menu.

      “Have you ever felt like you talked about someone and you shouldn’t have, even though it was for their own good?”

      Ben chuckled. “Uh, yeah. Happened with me and Maggie.”

      “What happened?”

      “She called me on my shit.” He studied Aaron. “So what did you do to Kayleigh?”

      “What makes you think it’s Kayleigh?”

      He laughed. “You’re a guy and she’s the woman you want.”

      Yeah, she was.

      “Hello, my beautiful boys,” Aunt Sally said, waltzing into the diner with an armful of pies. “What’s wrong, Benjamin? Isn’t that sweet little wife of yours cooking dinner anymore?”

      Ben laughed. “You know Maggie can’t boil water.”

      “That’s true,” she said dropping the pies on the counter. Sally owned the bakery in town and provided pies, muffins, and pastries to the diner and several other businesses.

      “I heard that,” Maggie said, stepping toward their table. “And that means no nookie for you tonight.” She glared down at Ben.

      He wrapped his arms around her neck and pulled her down for a heated kiss.

      “Okay,” she smiled, “maybe a little nookie.”

      “Baby, there’s nothing little about this nookie.” Ben glanced down between his legs.

      “Oh, yeah,” Aunt Sally held up a hand.

      Maggie smacked it with a huge smile.

      “Oh, God, please, no talk of your sex life.” Aaron shook his head.

      Sally surveyed the long table they hadn’t filled yet. “So you asked the whole family, huh?”

      “Join us,” Ben said.

      Aunt Sally stared at Aaron with a raised brow. He knew she’d only come to drop off pies but didn’t mind if she joined.

      “Sit,” he said. “I have some news for everyone.”

      She slid in next to him. “Oh, tell me you’re staying and you and Kayleigh are going to get together and create tons of beautiful babies.”

      “What?” He choked on his water.

      He noticed the glower on Maggie’s face and had no idea why she was so upset about him and Kayleigh being together. They’d both known from the start it was temporary.

      Temporary. The word seemed to slice away at his gut each time he thought it.

      “I don’t think any of my girls are going to give me grandbabies any time soon,” Aunt Sally said. “I have to live vicariously through you boys.” She turned to face Ben and wiggled her brows.

      He held up a hand. “No, no more begging me to knock up Maggie.”

      She turned her expectant gaze to Maggie.

      “Nope.” Maggie shook her head. “We’ve got a lot of stuff still to do with the lodge before that happens. And I don’t need your advice on positions that help with conception either,” Maggie said with the kind of look that said Sally had tried to have that conversation in the past.

      Aaron and Ben groaned.

      Sally threw up her hands. “Yoga helps. That’s all I’m saying.”

      He knew it wasn’t all she’d be saying. That woman had no filter.

      “Okay,” Ben said, shaking his head. “That is gross and if you say anything like that ever again I will never help you wipe viruses from your computer again. God only knows what sites you’re visiting that infects your devices.”

      “Fine,” she huffed, unrolling her silverware. “So what’s the big meeting about?”

      “I want to wait until everyone else gets here,” Aaron said.

      She cocked a brow. “That big, huh?”

      Yes, he wanted to say but remained silent. Thankfully the bell rang above the door and he watched as Emmett, Max and his mother strolled in.

      He waved at them. “Over here, guys.”

      “Hey, Aunt Sally,” Max said, sliding in next to her and giving her a kiss on her cheek.

      “Now here’s a man who knows how to procreate,” she said, thumbing toward Max. “Twins.” She held up two fingers. “That’s some powerful sperm.”

      Max held his fist up and Aunt Sally bumped it with her own as they made an explosion noise. “Blew up that egg like a heat seeking missile,” Max said, puffing out his chest.

      The table gave a collective groan.

      Valerie turned toward Aaron. “So what’s this big news you have for us?” She smiled as if anticipating something good.

      He stared at her blankly, wondering how to share his diagnosis.

      As if understanding this wasn’t good news, his mother’s smile fell when she noticed he didn’t mirror her own enthusiasm. “Aaron, what’s wrong?”

      He glanced down at his lap, holding tight to his napkin as he willed away his tremor.

      A hand clasped his shoulder and Aaron glanced up. He wasn’t surprised to see Ben watching him with a smile, giving him a single nod.

      Aaron drew in a deep breath and turned to face his family.

      Before he could speak, the door to the diner flew open, the bell above clattering loudly.

      Kayleigh.

      Part of his heart eased, knowing it would be easier to share this news with her by his side. She’d never judged him, not once, and had been his biggest supporter.

      He smiled, anticipating her arrival.

      Her eyes roamed the diner before they found his.

      Oh shit.

      Max echoed the sentiment under his breath.

      Kayleigh stalked toward Aaron, jaw tight, fingers flexing by her side. Her normally bright blue eyes blazed hard and cold.

      He stood, trying to block her so they could talk privately. “Kayleigh,” he said.

      “Stop.” She held out a hand. “How could you do it?”

      “Do, what?” he asked, staring at her then back to his family.

      “Did you have a good laugh at my expense?” She seethed.

      Aaron’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “I told you those things about my clinic in private, in confidence.”

      Oh, no. Mr. Rutherford must have talked to her before he could.

      “Kayleigh, I didn’t… I only meant to help—”

      One lip curled in a twisted snarl “Help?” She practically cackled the word, her eyes burning with anger “Oh, that’s rich. Doctor. You’re trying to help me?” She slapped her hand to her chest. “By telling everyone in the fucking town that I can’t make it on my own?”

      Maggie stood. “Kayleigh.”

      Kayleigh brushed off Maggie’s interruption. “Save it. I don’t need everyone butting in to my business.”

      Aaron couldn’t help but notice she wasn’t worrying about airing this fight in the middle of the diner. The other patrons had gone quiet, all but riveted to the scene.

      He stepped closer but she stepped back. “Kayleigh, Mr. Rutherford had some good ideas and asked how I thought you would take it. I didn’t tell him anything about your situation.”

      Her eyes narrowed and he could tell she wasn’t hearing him, she was seething mad.

      “And you didn’t think to come and talk to me before you told him everything?” she said.

      Aaron shook his head. “I didn’t tell him everything.”

      “Oh no?” She raised a brow. “So him going to the town council telling them I’m a failure and they need to help me wasn’t your idea?”

      “You’re not a failure,” Aaron said, stepping closer. He glanced around the diner not surprised that he had everyone’s attention.

      “Kayleigh, you’re not a failure,” Maggie said, rushing toward her.

      Kayleigh shook her off. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter now. I’m sure you all had a good laugh at the girl who couldn’t make it work in your small town.”

      “That’s not it at all,” Aaron said. “You don’t need to hide this, Kayleigh. If you’re honest with people, they’ll be more than happy to support you, to be there for you.”

      “Because you’re so honest with everyone, right?” she said, sarcasm dripping from her words. “Why haven’t you been honest with your own family, Dr. Sumner?” She waved her hand around the table. “Have you told them why you’re really here? Or are you leaving all your honesty for me, spreading around my dirty laundry so you don’t have to air your own?”

      “Kayleigh,” he rushed toward her. “I just wanted to help.”

      “Well why don’t you try helping yourself first, Aaron. Leave me the hell alone.”

      She turned for the door and Aaron reached out, grabbing her arm.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said through gritted teeth, yanking her hand away. “I knew this was a mistake. Maggie was right. Getting involved with a Sumner brother would never end good.”

      “Kayleigh,” Maggie said.

      Kayleigh turned to face everyone. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m out of here. When my contract is done, I’m heading back to Boston.”

      “What?” Aaron stood silent, stunned. She would choose Boston over them? Over him?

      Before he could stop her, Kayleigh Montgomery was gone.

      He moved to rush after her.

      “Let her go,” Maggie said, holding him back.

      “Did you really tell her not to date a Sumner?” Ben asked, coming to stand beside Maggie. “Why would you do that?”

      Maggie waved her hand toward the door. “Because of this. Because when it went bad, like it just did, I would be stuck between my friend and one of your brothers.” Without another word, Maggie dashed out of the diner and down the street toward Kayleigh.

      “Aaron, what’s going on?” his mother asked. The conversation in the diner had started up again, but people were still watching him out of the corners of their eyes.

      “It’s a long story, Ma,” he said in defeat.

      “What’s wrong with Kayleigh’s clinic?” Emmett asked.

      Aaron shook his head.

      His mother grabbed his arm. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you back? You need to talk to me, Aaron Gregory.”

      Well, hell, she’d brought out his full name. Aaron walked back to the table and sank down in the chair. He’d never felt more beaten down in his life. Not since he’d gotten the news that he could no longer operate. Now, he finally thought maybe there was something he wanted more than to get back in the operating room, and she’d just walked out of his life.

      His family followed him and sat, all eyes staring at him.

      “I have essential tremor,” he said quietly.

      “What does that mean?” Max asked.

      He glanced up. His family stared back at him, love and concern in their eyes. He caught his mother’s gaze. “It means I can’t operate anymore.”

      “Oh, Aaron,” his mother snaked an arm around his shoulders. “For how long?”

      He stared down on the table. “I’m not sure. Maybe months, if they can fix my meds, but likely never again.” He was starting to accept that and come to terms with it.

      His mother tightened her hold and tucked her head against his shoulder. He felt other hands grasping his shoulders.

      “We’ll figure it out man,” Max said. “It doesn’t mean it’s the end. Believe me, I know.”

      Aaron glanced up at his brother who gave him a small smile.

      “I know,” Aaron said. If anyone, Max would understand. He’d had to leave the NFL before he was ready. “I’m pretty sure it’s the end with Kayleigh, though.”

      “What happened between you two?” Sally asked.

      He drew in a deep breath and released it on a heavy sigh. “I meant to help.” It was funny how he cared more about the fact that Kayleigh had just walked out of his life than he did about his tremor just then.

      “But you screwed it up?” Sally said.

      He nodded.

      “So, what are you going to do now?” Emmett asked. “Will you choose another specialty?”

      “They’ve offered me another position in Chicago at Northwestern.”

      “Are you going to take it?” his mother asked, loosening her hold.

      “I’m not sure,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

      He’d been thinking of settling down in Canyon Creek, maybe creating some sort of life in his home town. With Kayleigh if he were honest. But that wasn’t an option any more. Unless he could make her understand that his only intent had been to help her.

      She was stubborn, he knew that, hell everyone did. She despised help of any kind. Maybe it was time for her to learn the lesson he’d already been forced to learn himself since he’d been home.

      Being honest with the people you cared about was the only way to truly open yourself up to the amazing possibilities life had in store for you, possibilities you never even knew existed before.
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      Kayleigh all but ran from the diner, both embarrassed by what Aaron had told everyone and by her own outburst. It was unlike her to lose control like that, especially in such a public setting but something had set her off when Alan implied they’d laughed at her.

      She didn’t slow down as the reality of what she’d just done hit her.

      Her entire life all she’d ever wanted to do was make something of herself. On her own. She’d worked hard, putting herself through school so that she wouldn’t be beholden to her family. And now her stubbornness could cost her the one thing she truly wanted. Surprisingly, it wasn’t her practice that entered her mind first. It was Aaron.

      Why had she threatened to leave Canyon Creek? Probably because it might be a reality if she couldn’t turn the clinic into a profitable business. If she couldn’t get herself to stop being so ridiculous and accept help. What was wrong with her?

      As she wandered through the streets of Canyon Creek, making her way to Settler’s Park, she wondered if Alan’s offer wasn’t the best option.

      While she loved every animal she cared for, she’d be lying if she didn’t say large animals were difficult for her. It meant being on the road instead of her clinic. She was petite and large animal work required a lot of physical strength and maintaining a breadth of knowledge that was taking a toll. But she’d been determined to make it work.

      If Alan’s son, Dylan, came from Denver he could take over the ranch work and leave her more time for the small animals she enjoyed. And she’d researched the grants enough to know she had a good chance at attaining some.

      Why hadn’t she seen all of that until it was too late. Until she’d attacked Aaron, accused him of betraying her trust, and likely pushed him away for good.

      She walked through the playground and around the swings until she reached the benches set up next to the creek. She loved this spot, listening to the babbling stream that was flowing heavier now that the snow-capped mountain had melted some.

      She stared down at her feet, kicking the dirt. How the hell was she going to get out of this mess? She’d always been stubborn her entire life and had often bitten off her nose to spite her face more than once. There was something about knowing people were talking behind her back about her failing company, that sent her reeling though.

      “This seat taken?”

      Kayleigh looked up to see a kind and very familiar face.

      Mr. Ferguson stood next to her, his cat Pebbles in his arms, wearing a harness and leash.

      She smiled. He loved his cat so much, he took it everywhere and even kept her on a leash to prevent Pebbles from running away.

      Kayleigh scooted over. “No, not at all. Please, sit.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “You looked deep in thought. I don’t want to disturb you.”

      “No, you’re fine. I’d like the company actually.”

      He nodded and sat beside her. “I went to the clinic, but they said you were out. Thought you might be making calls around the county. I know how busy you are.”

      Kayleigh reached out and rubbed Pebbles on the head. “Is Pebbles okay?” she asked, glancing up at Mr. Ferguson.

      “Oh, yes, she’s fine. It was more me this time.”

      Kayleigh turned to face him, tucking a leg underneath her on the bench. “Are you all right, Mr. Ferguson? Do you need me to take you to the medical clinic?”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that.” He tucked Pebbles closer to him and stroked her head.

      “What’s going on?”

      There were times it felt like Mr. Ferguson was as much a patient of hers as Pebbles. She wasn’t a counselor, but she wanted to be sure she got him help if he needed it.

      “Well, I hate to admit this, but I heard a rumor.”

      Oh God, not him, too. “What’s that?”

      “That you might be leaving Canyon Creek.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a small town.”

      She nodded and turned back to the creek. Yet another reason she needed to leave.

      “Is it true?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure right now.”

      “Well,” he said, petting his beloved cat, “it would be a shame to lose you.”

      She stared over at him, watching as he stroked his cat’s back lovingly.

      “When I lost my wife,” he said, “people told me they were sorry and offered me words of sympathy. Which were nice.” He glanced up at her. “But you were the only person who really heard me, who listened to me. I know you understood that I wasn’t at your clinic because of Pebbles but because of me. And you never made me feel guilty or ashamed. You never sent me away even when you were busy. You just…listened.”

      Kayleigh leaned back against the bench, thankful that she’d always taken her time with Mr. Ferguson. “I understood your pain.” And she had. She’d missed her grandmother terribly when she’d died and had found no one to empathize.

      “You did,” he nodded.

      Pebbles walked over to Kayleigh’s lap and she began stroking the cat behind her ear.

      “I’m sure there’s not another doctor anywhere who would have taken the time to listen to me and pretend to take care of my cat.”

      “I wasn’t pretending, Mr. Ferguson. I really do care about Pebbles, and you.”

      “And that’s why you’re an amazing vet, Dr. Montgomery. You truly care.”

      She did. It was one of the things she prided herself on.

      “I wish we could put a price on the number of people you’ve blessed in this town, Kayleigh. If we could, you’d be rich beyond compare. But that doesn’t pay the bills, I get that. All I can tell you is this.”

      Kayleigh swallowed a lump and blinked to keep her tears at bay.

      “Those people who you’ve blessed want to be a blessing to you now.”

      She nodded, feeling one lone tear fall down her cheek.

      “When my wife was dying I wanted to do everything for her. I felt like if I let anyone do even the smallest thing it would mean I didn’t love her enough to do it all. I would fail her.”

      Pebbles traveled back to Mr. Ferguson and he rubbed the cat under her chin.

      “What I didn’t realize until a hospice nurse visited me was that I was running myself ragged. Yes, I was with my wife physically one hundred percent of the time, but I wasn’t one hundred percent there for her emotionally when I was with her. I was tired and worn out. Does that make sense?” He stared at her.

      “I think so.”

      “I think right now you’re spread so thin that you can’t give anything one hundred percent.” He held up a hand to hold off her objection. “Let me finish. I know you can do it all, Kayleigh. I’m just saying you don’t have to. When I let hospice take over some of the duties of caring for my wife during the last stages of her life, I was truly able to be with her, one hundred percent. And those are the moments that still stay with me.” He touched his chest. “In here.”

      Kayleigh wiped at her cheeks now, unable to hold back her tears.

      “Every day Abigail told me to be strong.” He used air quotes. “I wasn’t sure what she meant or how to be strong. And I was definitely lost when she died. Then I came to your office one afternoon after she passed away. I was lost and lonely and more than a little out of it. I knew there was nothing really wrong with Pebbles, but I just needed…”

      She reached across the bench, taking his hand in hers. “You needed help.”

      He nodded. “I needed help to be strong. And you had always been so strong.”

      She bit her lip to keep back the tears.

      “Being strong doesn’t mean you don’t need help, Kayleigh. Being strong means you ask for help. And guess what?”

      She shook her head, unable to speak.

      “The people who care about you most will be the first to step up and help.” He reached in his coat and handed her an envelope. “I know it’s not much, but I can pay more next time. I just want to help you, Dr. Montgomery. We all do. Because you’ve been a blessing to us.”

      He scooped Pebbles into his arms and reached down to kiss Kayleigh’s cheek. Pebbles licked her chin.

      She smiled. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Thank you.” He set Pebbles on the ground and together the two walked up the pathway back toward town.

      She laughed, watching as he led the cat on the leash like she was a dog. She glanced down at the envelope in her hand, a sinking feeling hit her hard in the pit of her stomach. Slowly she opened the envelope and slid out the contents. It was a check, made out to Mr. Ferguson in the amount of $16,000. It was from a life insurance company and the memo read: Death Benefit for Mrs. Abigail Ferguson.

      She clamped a hand over her mouth. He had signed over his life insurance money. To her. She shoved the envelope and check in her pocket, standing to chase after him. She couldn’t let him do this. But he was gone. How could an older man and a cat walk so fast?

      She sank back into the bench feeling somehow hollow and whole at the same time. Was she a blessing to these people? One thing she knew with certainty…they had been to her.

      All this time she thought she’d been strong, making her own way. But maybe that had been her weakness all along.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She slipped it out, surprised to see Alan Rutherford’s phone number.

      “This is Dr. Montgomery.”

      “Hey, Kayleigh, it’s Alan.”

      “Hey, Alan.”

      “Look, I want to say I’m sorry about earlier.”

      “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have gotten so angry.”

      “I’m calling about Sunshine.”

      Kayleigh sat up ram rod straight.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s going into labor. Normally, I wouldn’t call you out if there wasn’t a problem, but with Izzie being so sick, I want all the support we can get. I don’t want that little girl having any reason in the world to be stressed.”

      “How close is she?”

      “She’s laying down and getting up all the time. She’s cranky and restless. No one can go into the stall, not even Izzie is calming her down.”

      “Has her water broke?”

      “No, not that we can see but she’s not letting anyone inside the stall.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “Thanks, Kayleigh.”

      “Sure.” She hit end and tucked her phone into her jacket. She loved her job. That had never been the question here in Canyon Creek. What she wasn’t sure of was how much help she was willing to accept. Maybe as much as she was willing to give.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron sat on his mother’s back porch, staring at the fire in her ceramic outdoor fire pit. “What the hell was I thinking?” he asked no one in particular.

      “Fuck if I know,” Max answered.

      Aaron glanced up and stared at the people sitting around the fire. Why had he thought he was alone? As long as he stayed in Canyon Creek he was realizing he’d never be alone. And he found he liked it more than he thought.

      After years of living in big cities, Aaron was appreciating the slower pace and his ability to care for patients of all kinds. It didn’t hurt that he was also seeing one of the hottest women in town. But his heart broke at the fact he might have forced her away from the town she’d grown to love.

      “Did you really laugh at her?” Devlin asked.

      “No.” Aaron scrubbed a hand down his face. “I mean, I don’t think so. Maybe we laughed at how stubborn she is.”

      “First rule in the world of love,” Aunt Sally said, holding up one finger, “never ever laugh when she’s upset.”

      “Truth,” Elle nodded. “Emmett did it once when I tried to install a new mirror in one of the dance rooms.” She turned to stare at Emmett as she sat in his lap.

      “Once,” Emmett said, his mouth pinching trying not to laugh. “I laughed one time and I’ll never live it down.” He looked like he might add to that count, though.

      “Don’t you dare.” Elle held up a hand.

      “Max laughed at me when I tried to squeeze into a pair of pre-pregnancy jeans after I found out we were having twins,” Devlin said.

      Ben’s face scrunched up. “Oh, hell, man. Everyone knows you never laugh at a pregnant woman.”

      “Ever,” their mother said.

      “It’s okay,” Devlin said, laughing as she leaned back in her chair. “I got him back.”

      “How?” Elle asked.

      “I told him his brother had his hand up my hoo-ha for a checkup.”

      Everyone burst into laughter.

      “Aaron, did you really give Devlin an exam?” Emmett sounded appalled and Aaron noticed he was cradling Elle like he had to protect her from his deranged brother.

      Aaron’s head sank in his hand as he shook it.  “No, I didn’t. Devlin was only trying to get back at him.”

      Max only growled in response to it all.

      “He was ready to run out and hunt Aaron down to beat him up,” Devlin said, giggling.

      Their mother watched with a look of patient exasperation, but when the laughter died, she reached across to Aaron and squeezed his arm. “I’m worried about you right now, dear. About your tremor. You never told us what the long-term effects will be?”

      Aaron glanced around the circle. Everyone stared at him with real concern. He’d never finished his discussion since he’d been so worried about Kayleigh. He drew in a deep breath, not sure how to answer.

      “They’re not really sure.” He blew the breath out. “It’s called benign essential tremor. There is no cause, and no cure, just certain treatments that could have worse side effects. For awhile, the medication worked for me and the side effects were manageable. Now, the medication has stopped working. I’ve been trying to adjust the dosage, looking for a combination of medicine that might work.”

      His mother squeezed his arm. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I know doing surgery was such a big part of your life.”

      It was. But Aaron wasn’t so sure if that was true now. He realized he couldn’t have had this conversation with his family back then. Not without being angry and lashing out.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Max asked.

      Aaron searched for a way to change the topic away from himself and had no problem throwing Max under the bus to do it. “So when are you two getting married?” He asked, looking to Devlin and Max.

      Max scowled.

      Devlin rolled her eyes. “Max wants to marry before the babies are born, but I don’t want to be a huge cow in a wedding dress. I want to wait.”

      “You know, Holly is a fashion designer,” Aunt Sally said, speaking of her daughter who lived in New York. “She fixed your bridesmaid dress when you first found out you were pregnant, remember?”

      Devlin nodded.

      Aaron didn’t know the entire story but apparently Devlin had known she was pregnant several weeks before she’d disclosed the information to Max. Part of that meant that her dress didn’t fit and no one knew about it until two days before the wedding. The result had not been good, even though everything was fine now.

      “I’m sure she could design something beautiful for you, Devlin,” Sally said. “You wouldn’t look like a cow. Holly would never do that.”

      “She did do an amazing job on the bridesmaid dress.” Devlin turned to stare at Max.

      Max’s brows were raised, a small smile curling his lips. Aaron’s brother looked good wearing happy on his face.

      “We’ll see,” Devlin said, squeezing Max’s arm.

      “So, are you going back to Chicago?” Ben asked Aaron. “You said they offered you a position.”

      Apparently, Aaron wouldn’t be able to keep the topic off him for long. “Yeah, but it’s not the same. If I can’t operate, I don’t think I want to be there.”

      “I get it,” Ben said. “That’s why I sold my computer company. I was tired of board meetings. I missed writing software but if I was there, I wouldn’t be able to just write the code. It was all or nothing with running that place.”

      Aaron hadn’t talked much with Ben about the transition to being in Canyon Creek. “And you can do that now? You’re writing software here?”

      Ben nodded. “I have a small business. Plus I do a lot of stuff around the lodge.”

      “Are you thinking of staying?” Aaron’s mother asked with anticipation.

      “Staying would give me a lot more freedom,” he said.

      “How so?” Emmett asked.

      “Well, in Chicago, it was all about cardio thoracic surgery. Here in Canyon Creek, I see all types of patients, from tonsillitis to health and wellness to—”

      “To pregnant women.” Emmett laughed.

      Max threw a stick at Emmett. It missed and hit Elle.

      “Ow,” she said, rubbing her head.

      “Sorry, Elle,” Max said. “Collateral damage. Keep a muzzle on your fiancé.”

      “Impossible,” she said.

      “Kayleigh’s father mentioned Operation Smile and invited me to go along. It’s something I never could have done doing my fellowship at Northwestern. There wasn’t time to slip away for something like that until you’re more established.”

      “What’s Operation Smile?” Aunt Sally asked.

      “They provide free surgery for people around the world affected by cleft lip and cleft palate.”

      “That sounds remarkable,” his mother said, smiling. “And that was Kayleigh’s father who invited you?”

      He nodded. Just thinking of Kayleigh brought a pain to his chest. “Where is Maggie?” he asked Ben. She’d left hours ago to talk to Kayleigh and still hadn’t returned.

      “Not sure,” Ben said.

      Aaron wondered if Maggie had found Kayleigh. He’d tried calling Kayleigh but she wasn’t answering his calls. “God, I just meant to help her. I had no idea Kayleigh would be so upset.” He shook his head.

      “How did you feel when you found out you had the tremor?” his mother asked.

      “Devastated,” he said with no hesitation.

      “And it took you how long to tell us all?” his mother asked.

      “I know.” He nodded. “I didn’t want anyone to know.”

      “And you didn’t want help,” she said. “Kayleigh kept your secret though, right?”

      Aaron nodded. She had. But he hadn’t been as loyal. He moved to stand. “I have to see her, tell her I’m sorry.”

      “Do you want to stay in Canyon Creek?” his mother asked.

      He stared down at her, finally acknowledging what he’d known all along. “Only if she does.”

      “Then give her some time,” Aunt Sally said.

      “Yes,” Devlin said, Elle nodding with her.

      “I don’t want to give her time,” he said. “She’ll just get madder at me.”

      “It’s her choice now, Aaron.” His mother said the words, but all the women around the fire were nodding their agreement. “You have to let her get there on her own.”

      “What if she doesn’t? What if she decides she doesn’t want help, that she wants to leave Canyon Creek?”

      “Well,” his mother said, pulling him back down, “that will be her decision and you’ll have to learn to accept it.”

      “That’s the worst answer I’ve ever heard,” Aaron said.

      Everyone laughed.

      “Does she know you’re thinking about staying?” Devlin asked.

      “No, I’ve never said it out loud.”

      “But you’re going to?” Ben asked.

      He studied his brother for a long moment.

      “Ah, hell, it’s happened again,” Sally threw herself back in her chair.

      “What?” Aaron asked.

      “Your mother is four for four.”

      Aaron glanced at his mother. She was staring down at her nails. “Ma?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I didn’t do anything,” she said innocently.

      “Yeah, like you didn’t do anything here,” Devlin rubbed her belly.

      “Or here.” Elle held up her engagement ring.

      Aaron turned to Ben, who shrugged.

      “I was the first to fall,” Ben said. “Trust me, there are worse things than falling in love.”

      “I’m not in love.” Was he?

      Everyone laughed.

      He was so fucked.

      Aaron had to find Kayleigh. Now.

      His mother held his hand. “Sleep on it,” she said. “Give her the night.”

      He didn’t want to give Kayleigh the night. Hell, he didn’t want to give her two minutes to think about how she felt for him, and possibly come to the wrong conclusion. He stared around the circle and they all nodded.

      “Fine,” he blew out an exasperated breath. It was going to be the longest night of his life.
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      Kayleigh stood off to the side of the stall, watching as Izzie looked over the edge at Sunshine and her new foal.

      Sunshine licked at her son’s fur and they all anxiously waited for the baby to stand and begin nursing.

      “That’s gross,” Izzie said from her perch on the stable gate. “He’s covered in goo.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “You think that’s gross, wait until you see the meconium.”

      Izzie scrunched up her face. “The ma-what?”

      Kayleigh grinned. “The meconium. It’s the foal’s poop. It will look like tar.”

      Izzie stared at her, her face scrunched in disgust and confusion.

      Kayleigh withheld further medical information that could confuse her more. Instead, she observed the foal quietly to make sure he was progressing normally. She needed to ensure he stood in the next hour, then nurse within two, and pass the meconium in three.

      “What are you going to call him?” Alan asked Izzie, who was still wore a look of disgust.

      “I get to name him?” Izzie asked, excitement spreading over her face. She was thinner than normal, and still a little pale from her illness but was well on the way to making a full recovery. Sunshine’s early arrival seemed to help boost the little girl’s spirits.

      “Well, of course,” Alan said. “Sunshine’s pretty much yours isn’t she?”

      Izzie smiled and nodded, revealing two missing bottom teeth.

      Kayleigh didn’t want to tell Izzie just how lucky the foal and Sunshine were to be alive.

      The birth of Sunshine’s foal had been problematic and she was glad Alan had called her when he did. The foal hadn’t presented in the normal birthing position and Kayleigh had had to readjust the baby’s legs for delivery. If left as it was, the foal’s hooves could have easily torn Sunshine’s internal organs.

      She washed up at the make-shift sink in the barn and took the clean shirt and scrubs she kept in her Jeep for occasions like this. Making her way to the tack room in the barn, she quickly slipped on the clean clothes, eager to get back and check on mother and foal.

      Glancing down at the jeans she’d just shucked, she laughed. They were definitely ruined. But that was nothing new to the life of a small-town vet.

      Small-town vet.

      That’s what she’d been for the past three years, but was it what she still wanted to be?

      She cinched up the drawstring on the scrubs and walked out.

      “Hey, Kayleigh,” Alan said, catching her by surprise outside the tack room door. “I just wanted to say again how sorry I am that I was discussing your practice with Aaron. It was wrong of me. But it wasn’t Aaron’s fault.”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. I know you had my best interest at heart.”

      “I truly did. And I would never bring Dylan here without your consent. I was just trying to brainstorm ways for you to be able to stay here and not have to work so hard.” He nodded toward the barn. “We’d be lost without you. I don’t know how you do it. That foal weighs more than you do and you pulled it right out of there.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “It wasn’t me, it was Sunshine who did all the work.”

      He shook his head. “Not true, Kayleigh. You do all the work here in Canyon Creek, and the surrounding counties. I just hate that you’re spread so thin. Or that you’re truly thinking about leaving because of something stupid I said.”

      “Actually, I’ve been thinking about what you said,” Kayleigh said, knocking around the dirt with her work boot.

      “And?” he asked.

      She glanced up at his kind face. Alan’s skin was tanned and weather worn but he was still an attractive man. The deep creases around his eyes and forehead told of a hard life lived outdoors. But there was warmth in his eyes and a kindness in his heart that she’d always known. How could she have believed Alan Rutherford would ever laugh at her in a cruel way?

      “I was thinking,” she said, “maybe having a partner might be a nice thing. I mean, I love the large animals.” She nodded inside the barn. “I love helping Sunshine and the other animals here and at the other ranches I service. But it’s a lot of work, maintaining the local ranches and the clinic.”

      “I can only imagine,” he said. “You do a wonderful job though, Kayleigh. Ask anyone.”

      And wasn’t that all she ever wanted? To do something she loved for people she cared greatly for. Maybe the bottom line wasn’t what made her a success after all. Yes, she needed money to run the clinic, but she no longer needed it to define her.

      “Maybe we can work something out,” she said.

      Alan grinned. “Thank you, Kayleigh.”

      She wasn’t sure what he was thanking her for. It really should be the other way around. “Well,” she said with a sigh, “I’m going to head back. Just keep an eye on the foal. You know what to look for. Give me a call if there’s anything unusual.”

      “Will do,” Alan said. “And thanks again, Kayleigh. For everything.”

      She smiled and nodded as she walked through the barn, checking on mother and foal one more time. She was happy to see the baby now nursing and Sunshine’s breathing evening out.

      “I thought of it,” Izzie said.

      “What’s that?” Alan asked.

      “Sunshine’s son. I thought of his name.”

      Kayleigh crossed her arms and leaned against the gate. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Well,” Izzie said, turning to face the small crowd. “Sunshine’s name is sun shine,” she emphasized, so her son should be moon shine.”

      Alan quirked a brow. “Moonshine?”

      Izzie nodded.

      “You want the foal’s name to be Moonshine?”

      Everyone bit back a laugh.

      “Yeah,” Izzie nodded enthusiastically. “Isn’t it great?”

      Manny slipped his hands under Izzie’s arms, scooping her up. “I’m not so sure Isabelle.”

      “Why, Papa?”

      “I think it’s perfect,” Alan said, ruffling Izzie’s hair. “Just like you.”

      Izzie beamed.

      As Kayleigh watched, she knew she’d been dead wrong to think Alan wanted anything other than to help her. Of course, Alan had wanted the best for her. He was the same with his staff. He’d never meant any malice or harm, and neither had Aaron.

      “Oh, God, Aaron,” she said to herself.

      “Everything okay?” Alan asked.

      She nodded. “Yes.” Then she changed her mind and shook her head instead. “No. I mean, I don’t know. I need to get back to town.”

      “The boy’s crazy about you, Kayleigh,” Alan said, stepping closer. “That’s why he was trying to find a solution for you.”

      She glanced up and stared at Alan. He was smiling, that expression that someone who’s had years of experience gives you when they know they’re right.

      “I said some not so nice things,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Who hasn’t?”

      “I’m sorry, Alan. I know you were just trying to help me. And I appreciate it, I do.”

      He nodded his head.

      “We’ll set up a time in a few days to talk about your ideas,” she said. “Sound good?”

      “Sounds great, Kayleigh. I just don’t want to lose you. None of us do.”

      She nodded and made her way toward the entrance of the barn.

      “Kayleigh!” Izzie shouted.

      She turned.

      The girl was sitting on her father’s shoulders, her toothless grin lighting up the stables. “Thanks for helping Moonshine be born.”

      And that right there was why she loved doing what she did. It didn’t matter about money in the bank, it was the smiles on the faces of the people she helped.

      “You’re welcome, honey. Now go rest and take care of yourself. Sunshine and Moonshine are going to need you.”

      The girl nodded enthusiastically.

      Kayleigh waved to the rest of the staff and made her way to her Jeep. She no more wanted to leave Canyon Creek than she wanted to leave….Oh, God, she was about to say it. This thing with Aaron had become much more than temporary and that’s why it had hurt so much when she thought he’d betrayed her.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d say or how she’d do it, but one thing was clear. She needed to apologize to Aaron. Whether he stayed or left Canyon Creek, she needed to make it right. And she needed to see if there was a future for them beyond the temporary. For once in her life she longed for permanent.
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      Aaron walked into Canyon Creek Vet Clinic, pet carrier by his side. Thankfully Maggie’s crazy-assed cat, Lucky, had calmed down some after Maggie had cornered him and shoved him in the crate.

      Maggie had suggested he bring the cat in as a ruse to see Kayleigh. As the carrier shook in his hand and Lucky hissed inside, his laser sharp claws springing through the holes, Aaron wasn’t so sure. He probably should have simply come talk to her.

      “Can I help you?” a woman behind the counter asked.

      Shit. He didn’t have an appointment. He hadn’t wanted to tip off Kayleigh. He knew a surprise encounter was the best defense.

      Maggie had been in contact with Kayleigh the last few days since she’d blown up at the diner. She’d promised that Kayleigh was much better and was actually in talks with Mr. Rutherford about a possible partnership. Maggie had suggested Aaron come to the clinic to talk, on neutral ground.

      Studying the interior of the clinic, the packed waiting room, he wasn’t so sure this was neutral. Why did it seem like half the town was here?

      “Oh, hey, Aaron,” someone called from the doorway.

      He glanced up, happy to see Kayleigh’s vet tech standing with her arms crossed. At least Shelly was smiling.

      “I’ll take him back to examining room four,” Shelly told the receptionist. “Follow me,” she said, pushing off the doorframe and walking down the hall. “How’s Lucky doing?” She glanced down at the carrier.

      The cat was hissing and rocking the crate back and forth.

      “I see he’s tame as ever.” She laughed. “Couldn’t you have found a more docile pet to bring in?”

      He shrugged. He could have brought in Emmett and Elle’s Chihuahua but thought that would have been too much, even for him.

      She pushed open the door and pointed to a stainless steel counter. “Just put Lucky up there and Dr. Montgomery will be in shortly.”

      “You want me to take him out of the crate?” He stared at her like she was insane, which she obviously was.

      “How else is she supposed to examine him?” she asked sarcastically.

      “Fine,” he sighed, wishing he’d worn long sleeves. He had no idea how the hell Maggie kept this cat without buying stock in Band-Aids and first-aid ointment.

      “He’s usually really sweet,” Shelly said, unlatching the crate.

      Lucky pranced out like he was on stage, surveying the room, sniffing the air.

      “Hey, there, Lucky,” Shelly said, rubbing behind his ears.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Aaron had never seen that cat looking remotely friendly.

      “He hates me,” Aaron said.

      Shelly looked up at him, holding Lucky in her arms. “He doesn’t hate you. Animals don’t hate people.” She held Lucky out toward him.

      Aaron reached for the cat.

      Lucky hissed and swiped a claw at him.

      “Hmm,” Shelly shrugged. “Oh well.” She kissed Lucky on the tip of his nose and the cat licked her chin.

      Suck up, Aaron thought.

      Shelly set Lucky back on the counter and turned to the door behind her. “Kayleigh should be in soon.”

      “She doesn’t know it’s me, does she?”

      “No, she just knows it’s Lucky. Otherwise she probably wouldn’t see you.” Shelly laughed as she stepped through the door, closing it behind her.

      Lucky stood still on the counter, staring around the room until his eyes caught Aaron’s. His back arched and he hissed.

      “Dude, I didn’t do shit to you.” It was as if the animal was protective of Kayleigh.

      Without warning, Lucky jumped from the counter toward Aaron, claws out. He ripped through the material of Aaron’s shirt, digging into the skin of his chest.

      “Shit!” Aaron practically screamed, swatting the cat away.

      Lucky fell to the floor with ease and grace, staring up at him, teeth bared.

      “What the fuck did I do?” he asked, as if the cat would answer.

      Lucky darted around the room, jumping up on the counter where supplies were neatly stacked. His nose nudged over a plexiglass jar of tongue depressors, sending them flying to the floor.

      “Dammit, cat,” Aaron scolded, moving to pick them up.

      Lucky’s tail swiped at another container, sending a thermometer and surgical scissors careening to the ground.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      The cat hopped to the floor, chewing on a soap dispenser he’d knocked over.

      Aaron squatted down and grabbed for him as the cat leapt back to the exam counter. Holding Lucky around the waist, he howled in pain as the cat sank his teeth into the back side of his hand. “Mother fucker!” Aaron screamed, releasing the cat.

      “What seems to be the problem today?” The sultry voice of his dreams asked.

      Aaron stood and banged his head on the counter top. “Shit,” he said, rubbing his head. He turned to face Kayleigh.

      She leaned against the wall, Lucky in her arms, lips pressing together in an obvious attempt to keep from laughing.

      “I can’t believe that little shit went right to you,” he said.

      Kayleigh shrugged and moved into the room, depositing Lucky on the counter. “Seems like you’re the only one he has a problem with.”

      “And Ben,” Aaron said, determined not to be the only one the cat didn’t like.

      “He’s starting to warm up to Ben now that he and Maggie are married.”

      “Whatever,” he snarled, rubbing the lump on the back of his head. “I think I have a concussion.”

      She laughed. “You might want to see a doctor about that. A real doctor, I mean, since I’m just a—”

      Aaron held up a hand. “Yes, I know. A pet doctor. Never gonna live that down,” he muttered.

      “Probably not,” she grinned.

      She was smiling. That had to be a good sign, right?

      “So what seems to be wrong with Lucky today?” she said, assessing the cat’s body.

      “Well, um…” Shit, he hadn’t planned for this part.

      She pulled her stethoscope from around her neck and pressed it to his chest. “His heart rate is definitely accelerated. But that’s probably because of his recent exertions.” Her blue eyes rolled up to meet Aaron’s and he saw amusement.

      “I think Maggie said he needs shots or something.”

      “Lucky just had all his shots.”

      “Oh, umm.” He’d never been good on his feet like this. “Oh, wait.” He stabbed a finger in the air. “I have something for you.” He reached into Lucky’s crate and pulled out a brown paper bag. The thing was ripped to shreds. “Shit,” he mumbled.

      “What is it?”

      He held it out to her, afraid of what the contents would look like. Why had he put it in the crate with the cat?

      Kayleigh released the cat and tossed the stethoscope around the back of her neck like Aaron had done a thousand times before. She dug into the bag and pulled out a paperback book that was also ripped to shreds, its cover barely recognizable.

      Kayleigh turned it back in forth in her hand.

      “It’s a new Harlequin,” he said. “Well, not new, but new to you—a vintage one from the 80’s Paula said, just like you like. Until this mangy thing clawed it up.” He scowled at Lucky.

      Lucky hissed.

      “Easy, boy,” Kayleigh said, smoothing down his fur. She turned the book, looking at the cover and then the back.

      “It’s called Maid in Boston,” he said. “I thought of you when I saw it.”

      “Why?” she asked, glancing up at him.

      “Because it’s about Boston. And you always teased about having house staff. It’s maid, M-A-I-D, get it?” He shrugged. It sounded stupid now.

      “Thank you,” she smiled. “I love it.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” they both said in unison.

      “No, I’m sorry, Kayleigh,” Aaron pushed forward. “I had no right to talk about you to anyone, especially Mr. Rutherford. I just knew you were struggling and I hated—”

      “You were right,” she said, cutting him off.

      “Wait, what?”

      She cocked a brow. “Don’t make me say it again,” she said.

      He moved around the exam table and pushed her against the counter, glad she’d put the cat down. “Pretty please.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll sic Lucky on you.”

      “That cat can’t hurt me.”

      She glanced down at his chest. “The holes in your shirt would indicate otherwise.”

      He stepped back. “Fine, the mangy cat scares the shit out of me. That should tell you the sacrifice I made coming today.”

      “It does.” She circled her finger over the holes in his shirt. “Do you want me to doctor these up for you?”

      “How much time do you have, Dr. Montgomery.”

      She paused. “I think I’m going to have a lot of time, actually.”

      “So, you’re staying in Canyon Creek?” he asked hopefully.

      She nodded. “I never really wanted to leave. I just had to get over myself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been trying to prove so many people wrong, my family, my ex…” she trailed off. “I thought I had to do it all on my own or I’d be considered a failure. The only person I was failing was me, and my patients. Asking for help has been one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. And that fact alone proves I’m where I should be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Most people in Canyon Creek want to help. It’s their nature. I wasn’t used to that. I was used to being on my own, being independent. I didn’t have to be smart or pretty or the best or anything, I just had to be willing to accept what they were giving so freely. I had to get over myself.”

      Aaron let the words soak in, absorbing them for himself. Get over himself. What had he been afraid of all this time? Losing the career he thought he loved? The prestige of calling himself a surgeon? The God complex he thought he didn’t have, but maybe did?

      “You know, when I started medicine, all I wanted to do was help people,” he said.

      “Me too,” she agreed.

      “Somewhere along the way, I guess it all changed.” He glanced at her when she remained silent.

      She nodded. “I wanted to do it myself.”

      “I wanted to be the best,” he said. “I thought I’d lost that when I was diagnosed with my tremor.”

      “Being the best is overrated,” she said. “Most people just want you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They want your time, they want to know you care about them. Genuinely.”

      Had he genuinely cared about his patients in Chicago? He thought he had, but even he had to admit that at some point over his training he’d lost the humanity aspect of his job. He’d gotten wrapped up in being the best cardio thoracic surgeon, not the best patient-care provider. Until he came back to Canyon Creek.

      Seeing Doc interact with the patients, seeing Kayleigh giving so much attention to the town, made him understand something he’d forgotten long ago. All he’d ever really wanted was to help people.

      “Alan Rutherford and I are in talks about a partnership. I think we’re going to bring his son Dylan in to take over the large animal part of the practice.”

      “And you’re okay with that?” he asked.

      “The truth is, I’m tired. I love what I do, but if I don’t get some down time I won’t be worth squat to anyone.”

      Aaron rubbed her shoulders. “Yeah, I get it,” Aaron said. “I had a horrendous schedule in Chicago, too. Definitely didn’t help with the tremor.”

      “So what are you going to do?” she asked.

      Was that hopefulness in her voice? God, he hoped so.

      “What do you want me to do, Dr. Montgomery?” he asked, stepping closer.

      “Whatever makes you happy,” she said, staring at his chest.

      “What if I said you make me happy?”

      She lifted her head, her blue eyes catching his, hope brimming inside. “I would say that makes me happy.”

      “Do I make you happy?”

      “Wait,” she shook her head, “what?”

      “I love you,” Aaron said.

      Kayleigh’s eyes went wide. “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “I love you too,” she whispered.

      “I want to stay,” he said. “But only if I can stay with you.”

      “Like, in my house?”

      “In your house, in a new house. Wherever.”

      She stepped closer. “You know I have pets.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, but Sir Jaxie isn’t psychotic like Lucky.”

      Lucky hissed at Aaron’s feet.

      “Get out of here.” He stepped past the cat and moved closer to Kayleigh, slipping his arm around her waist. “Plus, Annie loves me. I’m the only one she’ll take a dump for, remember?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “True.”

      “So, what do you say?”

      “I’ve never lived with anyone before,” she said quietly.

      “Neither have I.”

      His gaze held hers for a long moment. “I do have one condition though,” he said, dropping his head toward hers.

      She drew in a shaky breath. “What’s that?”

      He loved that he affected her like this, that she felt their connection as strongly as he did.

      “I’ll need to be tucked in every night.”

      “Okay,” she said, her brows knitting together.

      “And you’ll need to read me a bedtime story.”

      She laughed and swatted his shoulder with the tattered book. “I think I can do that.”

      “I knew you could. You’re a doctor, after all.”

      She opened her mouth to speak.

      He held up a hand. “Don’t say it.”

      “I love you,” she said.

      Oh, well, hell yeah, she could say that all day long. He pressed his lips to hers, keeping their embrace light. “I love you, too.”

      She smiled up at him.

      “Now about these injuries on my chest.” He moved to lift his shirt from his head.

      “Aaron,” she glanced around the room. “I have other patients.”

      He lifted her and set her on the counter. “This won’t take long. I am a doctor, after all.”
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      Kayleigh walked through the sliding glass doors of Denver International Airport, on her way to pick up Aaron. He was flying in from Chicago where he’d gone to formally give his notice to terminate his fellowship at Northwestern Hospital.

      The decision had been a tough one. She knew he felt as if a dream was dying, but hopefully a new one was beginning for them both.

      She’d signed a contract with Alan and his son Dylan Rutherford to formally create a partnership out of the vet clinic. Thankfully they’d given her controlling interest and that had eased the pain of accepting help.

      Alan would be putting in a cash infusion, but he’d be a silent partner, and Dylan would be a minority partner.

      She was also well on her way to securing a grant for companion pet care, an idea that Aaron had when she’d told him the story of Mr. Ferguson and his cat Pebbles. Her goal was to bring more pets to the nursing home in Canyon Creek and also to elderly residents still living on their own.

      Her phone rang in her purse and she smiled when she saw the name.

      “Hey Jake,” she said.

      Aaron’s brother Jake had been integral in helping her write grant proposals. Since he was in politics, he had plenty of contacts to help her.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” he said. “My brother treating you right?”

      “Most days,” she said with a smile.

      “Well just remember, if he screws up, I’m only a phone call away. California has beaches.”

      She laughed. Jake was such a flirt. But it came as no surprise. He was the twin of Grant Sumner, world-famous and oh-so-sexy movie star.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      “I just wanted to let you know that my senator knows a guy in Washington, D.C. who works in the U.S. Government Grants Department. He says there are all kinds of things we can apply for when it comes to veterinary care. They even have things for veterans and PTSD and rural practice enhancements.”

      Kayleigh loved that he said “we.” She was quickly learning that the Sumner family helped their own. And she was now considered one of their own, even if she and Aaron weren’t engaged or married.

      “Oh, Jake that’s amazing. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course.”

      “I know you’re busy with the senate race and all.” Jake was the chief of staff for a state senator in California. The man had just announced his desire to run for U.S. Senate so Jake’s life was even busier than ever. And yet he’d still found the time to help her.

      “I like the diversion,” he said.

      She didn’t mention that he sounded dead on his feet, similar to the way she had just a few short weeks ago. “You should take a break for a few days and come visit your family. They’d love to see you.”

      “Actually, my mom called the other day. Apparently some contractors are trying to push through a state highway expansion without proper notification.”

      “Oh, yeah, it’s a big thing here. People are really divided on the project.”

      “She asked if I could come take a look and see how it will impact the lodge and tourism in general.”

      “That would be awesome. I know a lot of the small businesses are worried. And it would be nice to see you, to squeeze your neck and thank you in person.” She’d only met Jake once at Maggie and Ben’s wedding. She’d love nothing more than to hug him tight and thank him in person for everything he was doing to keep her clinic afloat.

      “I’d take a squeeze.” He laughed. “Although I’m not sure my brother would like it.”

      “Eh, he’ll get over it.”

      “True enough. Look, I’ve got to run but I’ll get back with you soon when I hear something back from our contact.”

      “Sounds good, thanks so much Jake. I really appreciate it.”

      “Of course, any time. See you soon.”

      “Okay, see you.” She clicked off the phone, thankful she had so many people now helping her. All she’d ever had to do was let them.

      Settling her phone back in her purse, she moved through the crowd of people who were also awaiting arriving passengers. Bolstering her purse higher on her shoulder, she held tight to the poster she’d made for Aaron. Looking down, she read it again, smiling.

      “Lucky lady,” someone said as they read the poster.

      “I know,” she said quietly. She was lucky.

      Kayleigh glanced up at the arrivals and watched a slew of passengers walk by. She bounced on her feet, searching the crowd, smiling when she saw Aaron’s gorgeous face at the top of the escalator.

      He grinned wide…until he saw her sign. Then, he shook his head. Winding his way around the other passengers, he stopped and stood on the opposite side of the ropes from her. “Really, Kayleigh?” He glanced down at the poster then back up at her. “‘Welcome Peter Footlong’?”

      She pointed to the poster. “It says doctor Peter Footlong.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded his head, “because that makes a difference.” He leaned over the ropes and gave her a kiss.

      “I know a lot of guys who’d be flattered to be called Peter Footlong.”

      He wound his way around the ropes and the other passengers and took her in his arms, her favorite place to be. “You might be right about that, Anita Cox.”

      She giggled and lifted up on her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Welcome home, Dr. Footlong.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Cox.” He gave her a quick kiss and released her.

      “How did it go?” she asked.

      “Sad, but good. It was hard leaving everyone at the hospital, but I know it’s for the best.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, holding back her fear.

      “I’m very sure. In fact.” He dug around in his backpack. “I made a pit stop in Boston.”

      She furrowed her brows. “What did you do in Boston?” Maybe he’d talked to her father about Operation Smile or guest lecturing at Boston University.

      “I had to ask your mom and dad something.”

      “You saw my mother and father?”

      He nodded.

      Oh, crap. Her stomach knotted with fear. “What did you ask them?”

      He sank to one knee.

      Her eyes widened. What the…? This wasn’t happening, was it?

      “I had to ask for their permission to marry you.” He pulled out a box and popped it open.

      She covered her mouth. “Oh, my God. That’s my grandmother’s ring.” Her eyes went wide, staring from the box to him.

      “I know. Your mother gave it to me.”

      “Are you serious?” She didn’t even know her mother had her grandmother’s ring.

      He nodded.

      She burst into tears, unfazed by the small crowd forming around them.

      “Dr. Kayleigh Marie Montgomery.”

      She stared down at the man she loved.

      Small dimples drilled into his cheeks as his lips curled into a heart-stopping smile. “Will you marry me?”

      She stood silent, dumbfounded.

      “Oh, wait.” He dug around in his backpack. “I have this, too.” He held out a paperback book that had a picture of a half-naked man standing on the bow of a ship, holding a scantily clad woman. “Mrs. Nelson said it was your favorite as a teenager.”

      Kayleigh’s face heated as she blushed, snatching the book from his hands. “Aaron.” She glanced around at the ever-growing crowd.

      He laughed. “I have more.” He raised a brow.

      “Please don’t bring them out.”

      “So what do you say? Want to be Dr. and Dr. Footlong?

      She arched a brow. “Wouldn’t that be Dr. and Dr. Cox-Footlong?”

      He laughed. “Say yes.”

      As if he had to tell her. She sank to her knees and clasped her arms around his neck. “Yes,” she said, pressing her mouth to his.

      The crowd around them clapped and cheered.

      He pulled back and pulled the ring from the box. “Here’s to Dr. and Dr. Cox-Footlong.” She watched in awe as he slipped her grandmother’s ring onto her finger.

      “I can’t believe you did this,” she said, staring down at the ring.

      “I’d do anything for you.”

      She glanced up, not surprised to see love radiating from his hazel green eyes. “Even if I’m just a pet doctor?”

      He groaned.

      “It’ll never get old.” She laughed.

      “Yes, even though you’re just a pet doctor. I’m willing to lower my standards.” He lifted Kayleigh to her feet. “Only because you’re the best pet doctor I know.”

      She poked his chest. “You got that right.”

      “Now, can we go home, Anita, so you can tuck me in? I’m ready for my bedtime story.”

      “Oh, it would be my pleasure, Dr. Footlong.”

      He smiled, that grin that set her pulse racing and her girly parts tingling. “It will be your pleasure if I have anything to do about it.”

      And she had no doubt it would be.
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