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      Laurel straightened her shoulders and added some extra swing to her hips, because he was watching her walk away. She knew he was. His gaze tickled the back of her neck, but she resisted the urge to look over her shoulder. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Instead, she concentrated on the way her ass swayed with each step.

      She’d bought the dress specifically for this moment, because she wanted Brian to appreciate what he’d lost. It was slinky and red, stopping just below her knees, and it showed off all her best assets, if she did say so herself. She worked hard for this body, dammit. Yes, her career demanded a certain level of physical fitness, but right now, she just wanted him to feel something as he watched her walk away.

      Laurel pushed through the glass doors at the end of the hall and stepped onto the pleasantly warm sidewalk on Atlantic Avenue. She turned left, her stride never slowing. She wouldn’t pause until she was well away from the lawyer’s office, where she’d just finalized her divorce. The signed papers added a tangible weight to her shoulder bag, but despite that weight, she felt lighter than she had in years.

      Too many years.

      As she walked, she caught admiring glances from passersby. A satisfied smile bloomed on her face. The revenge dress was working. She looked good. She felt good. At some point—any minute, really—the adrenaline would fade, but for this moment, she was riding high.

      She couldn’t feel the ache in her feet from back-to-back surgeries earlier that day or the gnawing emptiness in her stomach from rushing straight to the lawyer’s office as soon as she’d finished her shift at the hospital. The time she might have spent eating, she’d instead used to change into this dress and apply a fresh coat of lipstick.

      Who needed food, anyway? Right now, she was fueled by the look on Brian’s face when he saw her walk into the lawyer’s office. That look? Better than filet mignon. Better than the finest wine. He’d checked her out with a hungry gleam and more than a little regret in his eyes, and oh yeah, she was well fed, all right.

      Laurel turned another corner, finally allowing her pace to slow as she considered whether to request a car or take the subway home. She’d had to come all the way to Brooklyn for this meeting, and getting to her condo on the Upper East Side was going to take a frustratingly long time.

      Her gaze settled on several women in cocktail dresses walking ahead of her, laughing and chatting, clearly in a celebratory mood. They entered a restaurant at the end of the block, and Laurel’s steps faltered as she realized she should have made plans of her own this evening.

      She was in the mood to celebrate and dressed for the occasion, but nothing awaited her except the empty apartment she’d lived in for a year and still hadn’t found the time to decorate. She hadn’t made time for friends lately, either. There was no one to buy her a drink and say, “Here’s to you, Laurel. Fuck Brian. He didn’t know what he had while he had it.”

      And suddenly, she wanted someone to celebrate with. She wanted someone to appreciate her. Hell, she wanted to get laid. She and Brian had been separated for the past year, and they hadn’t had sex for a year or so before that. Okay, fine, she’d been working long hours, more focused on advancing her career than her marriage, not that it excused him cheating on her.

      She was one of the most sought-after neurosurgeons in Manhattan, after all. Her work was important, which Brian had never really seemed to grasp or appreciate.

      Her ankle wobbled in her wildly inappropriate heels. Truthfully, she rarely wore heels, and these…well, they looked good, and that had been the whole point. But her feet were starting to throb. She glanced inside a bar as she walked past, drawn to its dim lighting and the people clustered around tables, sipping cocktails.

      Perhaps she should stop. Have a drink…or two…or many. She didn’t have to work tomorrow, and who said she needed someone to celebrate with? Laurel could celebrate perfectly well on her own. After all, the whole point of the divorce had been the freedom to make her own decisions.

      Right now, she wanted a drink. Decision made, she reached for the handle, just as someone nearby screamed. The doctor in her immediately snapped to attention. She released the handle and spun to look for the source of the scream.

      There was a disturbance in the street near the end of the block, although she couldn’t tell what had happened. People were clustered around something or someone, looking concerned. Laurel strode toward them, sore feet forgotten. “What’s going on?”

      “That dog…” A woman gestured toward a small brown dog lying in the street. “It was hit by a car.”

      “I’m a medical doctor.” Laurel pushed her way through the crowd to the animal. She saved humans, not canines, but trauma was trauma. She knelt beside the dog, giving it a quick visual examination. It was conscious, panting and watching her out of eyes so wide, the whites showed, both of which were probable signs of distress.

      There was an open fracture on the dog’s right front leg, but luckily, the bleeding seemed to be minimal. She wanted to perform a more thorough physical examination but was hesitant to touch the dog, aware that frightened and injured animals were more likely to bite.

      “Easy does it,” she said, using the firm but calm tone that soothed panicked patients. “I’m going to have a quick look at you, all right?”

      The dog eyed her warily. Laurel wished she had access to a stethoscope or other medical equipment, but since she didn’t, she would do her best to stabilize the dog before sending it off to a vet.

      “Whose dog is it?” she called over her shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” a man responded. “It was wandering around in the street before it got hit. Might be a stray.”

      Indeed, the dog was collarless and dirty, now that she was paying attention. The idea of someone leaving a dog to roam the streets made her blood boil. Who would take it to the vet? Who would pay for its treatment? There were more murmurings behind her, people adding unhelpful comments to the conversation, all variations of “I don’t know whose dog it is.”

      Laurel tuned them out, focusing on the dog. Gently, she began her examination, sliding a hand down the dog’s body while her other hand rested against the side of its head to prevent herself from being bitten. The dog remained quiet and cooperative, which hopefully meant it had a gentle disposition, not that it was too far gone to struggle.

      Its abdomen was firm beneath her fingers, which might indicate internal bleeding. This dog needed to see a vet as soon as possible. Oh, and it was a female.

      “Can someone search the nearest emergency vet for me?” she called over her shoulder. “I also need something to use as a splint. A stick, a ruler, something long and hard, and tape or string to secure it to the dog’s leg. And something I can put her in to transport her to the vet. A large box, maybe?”

      There was more murmuring behind her.

      Laurel tuned it out as she continued her examination. Hopefully, the crowd of onlookers would make themselves useful. Sure enough, an elderly Black woman approached, bending over to offer Laurel knitting needles and a ball of yarn.

      “Thank you,” she said as she accepted the items. Knitting needles were the perfect size to splint this small dog’s leg. Quickly, she got to work. “Scissors, anyone?”

      A white man with tattooed arms handed her a pocketknife, which she used to cut several lengths of yarn.

      “I’ve got the address of the nearest emergency vet for you,” a young redheaded woman said, crouching beside Laurel as she held out her phone.

      “Great.” Laurel reached into her bag and unlocked her own phone, then handed it to the woman. “Please use my account to request an Uber to that location.”

      “Sure,” the woman agreed, just as a young man of Asian descent darted out of a nearby bodega, carrying a long, flat piece of cardboard and a separate cardboard box.

      “I thought maybe you could use this like a backboard to lift her,” he said, crouching beside her. “And then put her in the box for the ride to the vet?”

      “Perfect,” Laurel said, assessing his offerings, which seemed the right size to do exactly as he’d suggested. “Thank you.”

      With her splint complete, she slid the dog onto the strip of cardboard. The dog watched, as compliant as ever. Laurel placed the dog in the box and stood, then winced as she belatedly registered that she’d been crouched the whole time with her bare knees against the pavement.

      It had been a while since she treated a patient in the field. Now she was flooded with adrenaline all over again. What a rush.

      “Here you go. The car will be here in two minutes.” The young woman handed Laurel’s phone back with the Uber app opened, displaying her driver’s information.

      “Thank you.” Laurel wiped grit from her knees. She’d just adjusted her dress and fixed her hair when she saw the car approaching. She picked up the box.

      Now she was on her way to an emergency vet, the last place she’d expected to visit after finalizing her divorce. She would do her good deed for the day, and then Laurel was definitely getting that drink.
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      Dana typed as she walked, rapidly entering notes into her tablet while she made her way toward the break room, a skill that came in handy for distracting herself from a difficult⁠—

      “Oof!” She walked into something hard and unforgiving. The tablet slipped through her fingers and clattered to the floor. What the… Dana blinked, registering a tingling pain in her elbow at the same time she saw the crash cart that had been left in the hallway. She rubbed her elbow as she bent to grab the tablet, growling in frustration when she saw the cracked screen. Had her notes saved?

      Dana needed one fucking thing to go right today. Just one. At least one. Her shift had begun eight hours ago, and in that time, she hadn’t managed a moment to eat or even use the bathroom. She’d been too busy losing patients, three patients so far today, to be exact, and while yes, it was an expected part of her job as a veterinarian, three in one day was practically unheard of, and each one took an emotional toll.

      To make things even worse, the owner of the patient whose notes she’d just been typing up, a cat Dana had diagnosed with severe kidney disease, had left with her cat untreated after learning how much it would cost. Dana feared the cat would die—a slow, painful death no less—unless someone could convince the owner to come back in, and if she couldn’t afford the treatment, there was little chance of that happening.

      Bottom line: some shifts were just crap, and Dana still had four hours left in this one. After a string of bad dates and a fight with her parents, she needed a win. Desperately. There was a reason veterinarians had one of the highest suicide rates of any occupation in the US. Not that she was feeling suicidal, but she definitely wanted to punch something. Or cry. Yes, there was a real chance of that happening once she got home tonight.

      “Dr. Roth?”

      She paused just before she’d finally reached the sanctuary of the break room, where she might have had a chance to freshen up…or at least take a few deep breaths to lessen the urge to scream. She blinked back the tears that had risen in her eyes as she spun to face Vishai, the vet tech who’d called her name. “Yes?”

      Her voice came out as calm and controlled as ever. She even managed a smile.

      “We need you in exam room three for a stray dog hit by a car.”

      Dana exhaled roughly. Why did the universe hate her today? She’d asked for a win, and a stray dog hit by a car was almost always a loss. There would be no one to cover the bill, which meant the poor animal would most likely be sent to the shelter untreated to wait until funds could be raised or humanely euthanized, depending on the severity of its injuries. “Prognosis?”

      “Open fracture of the right front leg and possible internal bleeding. Pulse is elevated at 160, respiratory rate of 40.”

      “Who brought the dog in?”

      “A bystander,” he said. “There are no tags or microchip, and she looks like she hasn’t been properly fed in months, but of course, it’s possible there’s an owner out there.”

      “Possible, but not likely.”

      He grimaced. “Right.”

      “Right,” she repeated, brushing her hands over the front of her scrub pants as she composed herself. She could face four losses in one day. It wouldn’t be easy, but she’d get through it. And maybe—unlikely as it seemed—an owner would arrive to pay the bill so Dana might have the opportunity to at least try to save this dog. Chin up, she pushed through the door to exam room three.

      And nearly tripped over her own feet when she caught sight of the woman waiting with the dog in question. That red dress…fuck. It clung to the woman’s figure, emphasizing her breasts and the curve of her hips with a slightly iridescent fabric that was incredibly sexy. The woman stood with a poise that spoke of either money or status, perhaps both. She stared straight at Dana, at once calm and in command of the situation, and this…was not who Dana had expected her Good Samaritan to be.

      “I’m Dr. Roth,” she said, her own voice leaving no doubt who was in charge.

      “Laurel Adler,” the woman responded. “What’s the process here? This dog doesn’t seem to have an owner, and she’s going to need surgery.”

      “Do you have veterinary experience?” Dana asked, noting the splint fashioned out of knitting needles and yarn on the dog’s broken leg. As she spoke, she stepped in to begin her examination. Vishai gently restrained the dog before Dana placed a stethoscope under her chest to listen to her respirations.

      “No,” Laurel said. “I’m a neurosurgeon at Mount Sinai Hospital.”

      Dana schooled her features to hide her surprise. A neurosurgeon. Well, that explained the subtle arrogance. Surgeons came by their reputation honestly, as far as she could tell. The few she’d met over the years had looked down on her as a mere veterinarian. “Nice job on your field dressing. As for the process, someone will need to pay for her treatment, and since there’s no owner…”

      Laurel’s eyebrows rose. “Really? I would be expected to pay, since I brought her in?”

      “I’m not expecting you to do anything more than you’ve already done,” Dana countered as she looked inside the dog’s mouth. “Vishai will phone the local shelters and see if one of them will process her so they can begin the process of raising funds.”

      Laurel’s eyes narrowed. “She needs surgery as soon as she’s stabilized.”

      “Yes, she does.” Dana gently palpated the dog’s abdomen, noting the rigidity that indicated internal bleeding, along with her pale gums.

      “There’s really no process for saving dogs unless someone pays upfront?” Laurel sounded outraged. “You would turn her away? Let her die?”

      “I’ll do what I can to stabilize her while we try to find a shelter willing to assume responsibility for her care, but if her condition continues to deteriorate, I’ll humanely euthanize her to prevent unnecessary suffering.” Dana stroked a hand over the dog’s soft fur, feeling another rip in her already torn heart. The dog stared up at her with wide brown eyes, glazed with fear and shock.

      “That’s horrible,” Laurel said.

      “I know, but it’s the reality of my job.” Dana kept stroking the dog, offering what comfort she could. “If we tried to save them all without getting paid for our efforts, we’d be out of business within the month, and then we wouldn’t save any. I’m certain you’ve had patients whose insurance declined to pay for necessary surgery?” This was America after all.

      Laurel’s expression pinched, and a familiar pain flitted across her features, a sense of helplessness Dana knew all too well. “Yes, of course.”

      “Then you understand that my hands are tied, but I’ll do everything I can for her in the meantime.”

      “I’ll pay,” Laurel said.

      Dana tried to cover her surprise, but she couldn’t hide her relief. This was the win she’d needed. Thank god. Now she could get this dog into surgery and try to save her. “Thank you.”

      “Do whatever needs to be done. I’ll pay the bill.”
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      “Just to be clear, it’ll likely be at least five thousand, once you factor in her hospital stay.”

      Laurel resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Yes, she’d imagined as much. She stared Dr. Roth down, trying not to notice how unexpectedly attractive the veterinarian was. Laurel had always found scrubs sexy—probably on account of how much time she spent in them and around other doctors wearing them—and Dr. Roth wore hers exceptionally well. They were maroon, which brought out the reddish undertones in her dark blonde hair.

      Laurel was thrilled to realize she could look now. She could appreciate a woman—or a man, anyone who caught her eye—without feeling as if she were being unfaithful to Brian. And Dr. Roth had definitely caught her eye. Not only was she beautiful and seemingly competent at her job, but there had been something in her expression as she looked at the helpless dog on the table that struck a chord in Laurel.

      She knew the feeling of wanting desperately to help a patient and knowing she might be prevented from doing her job—from saving a life—because of bureaucratic nonsense.

      “I had assumed it would be in that ballpark, if not more,” she said. “I’ll pay for whatever she needs.”

      Dr. Roth gave a firm nod, and when she met Laurel’s eyes that time, there was no mistaking her relief. Also, no mistaking that their gazes held for an unnecessarily long beat. Okay, Laurel wasn’t one hundred percent sure on that second point. She’d never actually dated a woman, had been married to Brian for longer than she’d known she was bisexual, but she thought the veterinarian had checked her out when she first entered the room.

      She liked to think Dr. Roth was interested. An hour post-divorce, that felt pretty damn flattering. Laurel straightened, pushing her shoulders back in a way that emphasized her cleavage, and sure enough, Dr. Roth’s gaze flicked to her chest. Laurel liked how that felt. A lot.

      “I’ll get her stabilized and then into surgery,” Dr. Roth said, eyes now firmly on Laurel’s face. “Vishai will go over the paperwork with you and then take you to reception to pay a deposit for her care. Would you like a call to know the outcome of the surgery?”

      “I would,” Laurel decided impulsively.

      “All right.” Dr. Roth’s gaze was approving, and Laurel liked that too.

      The vet left the room, presumably to prepare for surgery. Another tech entered to take the dog while Vishai had Laurel sign some paperwork assuming responsibility for the dog’s care. Then he took her to reception, where she provided her credit card to pay the necessary deposit. She would never have imagined herself in this situation, paying for a homeless dog’s surgery, but she couldn’t bear to think of the animal not receiving a fighting chance after everything Laurel had done to save her.

      And then, just as suddenly as her evening took this unexpected U-turn, she found herself back outside, free of both the unwanted dog and the unwanted husband. Laurel stood there for a moment, just watching the flow of people and cars as they passed her. The warm summer evening was surprisingly pleasant, and Laurel was restless.

      She glanced at her phone to find that it was nearly eight o’clock. Long past dinnertime, which explained the hungry ache in her belly. She was exhausted, had been exhausted since before her meeting with the lawyers, but she had no desire to go home. If anything, the urge to go into a random bar and lose a few hours was even stronger now than it had been earlier.

      Yes, it was time for that celebratory drink. Laurel had enjoyed the way it felt when Dr. Roth admired her in this dress. Perhaps she’d sit at a table for one in the middle of a crowded bar and enjoy admiring looks from others. She wasn’t entirely sure she was ready to do more than look, but hell, the ring was off her finger and the papers were signed. She was free to do whatever she wanted tonight.

      And the first thing she wanted was to enjoy an overpriced meal and a cocktail somewhere elegant and expensive. Given her sore feet, someplace nearby would be ideal. A quick search on her phone showed a well-reviewed tapas place one block over.

      Laurel walked there, relieved when they had a table available for her without a reservation. She was seated—just as she’d envisioned—at a small table in the middle of the crowded dining room. That was where the similarity to her romanticized version of the evening ended, though.

      The restaurant was so loud, she could hardly hear herself think, and no one was admiring her in her red dress. On the contrary, everyone was caught up in their own worlds, talking to the people at their table. Laurel sat alone and ordered several small plates, plus a blackberry martini.

      Once it arrived, she savored its tangy flavor and the warmth of alcohol in her system. She turned her focus inward as she sat, sipping her drink and letting the stress of the day melt from her muscles. She did her best to tune out the noise. She’d chosen this restaurant, and she was going to enjoy herself, dammit.

      Her mind replayed the pain and panic in the little dog’s eyes and the intriguing interest she’d glimpsed in Dr. Roth’s. Was the veterinarian single? Was she even queer? Did it matter? Laurel would likely never see her again. She’d probably never see the dog again either.

      Luckily, the food was excellent, making up for the noise assaulting her eardrums as she ate. She had several small plates, but for whatever reason, she limited herself to one cocktail. She had the sense she was waiting, although she didn’t know what for.

      She wasn’t enjoying her evening as much as she’d hoped. Laurel craved conversation. She’d had an active social life once. When had she let that slip? Why had she let her life become so empty outside work? That had been a mistake, and now that she was divorced, it was time to change.

      How did a career woman in her forties make new friends? Or get back into the dating game? She had a lot to learn, perhaps new hobbies to choose and pursue.

      Only because she’d left her phone on the table in front of her did she see it ring. She never would have heard it otherwise. The caller was Fourth Avenue Veterinary Hospital, and Laurel grabbed her phone, retreating to the hall that led to the restrooms before she answered. “Hello?”

      “Laurel Adler?” a familiar voice said.

      Laurel felt an enjoyable burst of warmth in her stomach. “Yes. Hi, Dr. Roth. How’s our little patient?”

      “She made it through surgery remarkably well,” Dr. Roth responded. “She had a pneumothorax and several fractured ribs, as well as the fracture to her right front leg, all of which I repaired. Obviously, her injuries are severe and she’s not out of the woods yet, but I’m cautiously hopeful she’ll pull through.”

      “That’s great news,” Laurel responded. “Is your facility equipped to see her through her hospitalization?” She had no idea how animal hospitals worked, if they were staffed overnight for animals who required an extended stay.

      “Yes, we are, although I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that the cost will be high. She’ll require what we call a level four hospitalization tonight, which means she’ll need to be under constant monitoring. It’s likely that she’ll be more stable tomorrow.”

      “Got it, and again, I’ll pay for what she needs.”

      “I appreciate that,” the vet said.

      “What will happen to her once she’s ready to be released?”

      “We’ve contacted the local shelter, so they’ve got her information in case an owner comes looking for her. Assuming that doesn’t happen, she’ll go to the shelter once she’s released from our care.”

      “Damn.” That sounded less than ideal. A person—or in this case, a dog—needed comfort and care after being released from the hospital. Sutures needed to be kept clean, and adequate sleep was important. Laurel imagined that would be difficult to achieve at a shelter, not to mention, it was just plain sad to think of that sweet little dog sitting alone in a cage after surviving what she had today.

      “I don’t like it either,” Dr. Roth said. “Hopefully, an owner will come forward. It’s also possible that the shelter will be able to arrange a foster home for her while she recuperates.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      “It sounds like you’re out somewhere,” Dr. Roth observed, “so I won’t keep you. Would you like me to update you on her progress while she’s still in our care?”

      “Yes, I would,” Laurel said. “And I am out, but I’m alone, so the only thing you’re keeping me from is a dinner that was meant to be celebratory but feels kind of lonely instead.”

      “Oh?”

      “My divorce was finalized earlier today.” Laurel had no idea why she was sharing this with a woman she barely knew, but maybe this was her first step toward establishing herself in a post-divorce world. Dr. Roth had caught her eye, and Laurel wanted her to know that.

      “Congratulations, I think.” There was humor in Dr. Roth’s voice now.

      “Oh, congratulations are definitely in order. It was long overdue, and I’m very ready to move on and meet someone new.”

      “Good for you,” Dr. Roth said, and if Laurel wasn’t mistaken, she sounded interested. Perhaps Laurel hadn’t misread that moment in the exam room after all. Did she dare ask the vet out? “Hard to meet someone while you’re having dinner alone, though, I imagine.”

      “Indeed,” Laurel agreed.

      “I’m off at eleven, if you’d like to get a drink?”

      Hell yes. This was what she’d been waiting for, what she needed. Finally, her evening was looking up. “I’d love that.”

      “Great. I need to run home and change, so it’ll be late. Could you meet me at midnight?”

      “I’m off tomorrow, so yes, I can.”

      “Perfect.” Dr. Roth’s entire demeanor had changed now. She sounded less formal, more relaxed…flirty, even. “Oh, and Laurel? You should probably call me Dana.”
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      Dana couldn’t believe the way her day had turned around. The little dog had pulled through surgery like a champ. Dana checked on her one last time before she left, and the pup was resting peacefully. Her status had been elevated from critical to fair, and her care had been paid for by the generous woman Dana was about to meet for drinks.

      She was on her way home to make herself presentable, because right now, she suspected she looked as world-weary as she felt. She’d been so sure she’d be dragging herself home for a good long cry, and now…now she felt a bubble of hope in her chest, a tiny, delicate thing that could burst at any moment, but for now, it lifted her, carrying her forward on feet that felt lighter than they had in days.

      When she reached her apartment, she rushed straight to the bathroom for a five-minute revitalizing shower. Dana scrubbed the remnants of the day from her skin, careful not to wet her hair, then wrapped herself in a towel and began to rummage through her closet. Would Laurel still be in that red dress? It had been several hours since she walked into the animal hospital. She might have gone home and changed. But maybe…maybe she hadn’t.

      Dana hoped like hell she hadn’t, because that dress…

      Her skin flushed at the memory. Yes, she’d thought they shared a moment in the exam room, but it was hard to be sure. Dana kept things professional at work. She never flirted with the people who brought their pets in to be treated, which was probably one of the reasons it had been entirely too long since she’d been on a date.

      But Laurel wasn’t the dog’s owner. She had no reason to ever set foot in Dana’s hospital again. And she’d sounded so flirty on the phone. Dana might never know what had come over her, why she’d invited her for drinks since that was something she never did. Maybe she should regret her impulsive decision, but she didn’t.

      She’d asked the universe to give her a win, and perhaps it had, not only with the dog Laurel brought into her hospital but also with Laurel herself. Dana selected fitted black slacks and a shimmery silver top. If Laurel was still in the red dress, they ought to complement each other nicely. She even put on her sexiest black underwear…just in case.

      She wasn’t a one-night stand kind of woman, but tonight seemed to be about breaking her rules. In all likelihood, no one would see her underwear but her, but she felt sexy knowing that she looked good from the skin out.

      Dana rubbed a bit of her favorite perfume behind her ears and on her wrists, then spent more time on her hair and makeup than she had in months. With a final glance in the mirror, she was ready. And she had just enough time to walk to the bar she’d suggested, a gay bar in her neighborhood that was her absolute favorite place to unwind after a long shift.

      She spent so much time there, she was on a first-name basis with the owner. The drinks were wonderful, and the ambiance was even better. Dana felt her mood buoyed as she left her apartment and set off down the street.

      Staying in after the kind of day she’d had…well, lately she’d noticed that if she went to bed in a dark mood, she woke feeling just as low. It was a dangerous pattern. So she’d been trying to do things to boost her mood before bed, even if that meant having a solo drink at her favorite bar or spending an hour that she should have been sleeping with a book, because escaping into a fictional world was a great way to forget about reality.

      Up ahead, Dragonfly’s lavender logo came into view, and Dana felt her footsteps quickening. She hustled down the block and gripped the heavy wooden door, swinging it open. Inside, soft jazz music played as twinkling white fairy lights set a festive mood. There were a good number of people here, but it wasn’t crowded. The noise level was low.

      She clocked that her favorite bartender, Adam, was working before her gaze caught on a familiar red dress at a table for two along the back wall. Dana walked to her, loving the way her heart sped as Laurel watched her approach. Laurel looked more relaxed now, slightly softer and less intimidating, not that Dana had been intimidated by her, but she imagined other people were.

      “Hi,” Laurel said with a smile. “I got us a round of drinks to start.”

      “You did?” Ballsy of her, ordering for Dana. She usually disliked it, had even ended dates when a woman ordered for her, but tonight…well, she was willing to see how this played out.

      Laurel gestured to two matching glasses in front of her, and Dana immediately recognized the drink, one of the specialty cocktails at this bar. She smiled at its significance. Laurel had made an excellent choice.

      “I couldn’t resist a drink called Midnight in Manhattan,” Laurel said, “since I was meeting you here at midnight. It seemed like something we just had to try.”

      “I approve. It’s a good drink, although I don’t think I’ve had one right at midnight before.” Dana settled herself on the stool opposite Laurel and picked up her glass.

      “You come here often, then?” Laurel lifted her own, and they clinked them together. She sipped her drink, hollows appearing in her cheeks as she registered the tartness of the flavor.

      The Midnight in Manhattan was a combination of rum, mint, lemon juice, and something else Dana couldn’t remember off the top of her head. When she was in the right mood, she loved a sour drink. She sipped hers, sighing as the alcohol traveled down to her stomach. “That’s good, and yes, I come here often.”

      “It’s a gay bar?” Laurel asked, sweeping her gaze around the room. Her chestnut brown hair was down, hanging just past her shoulders, and her lipstick was as red as her dress. It was a bold look and an incredibly sexy one.

      Dana had the impression that Laurel was making a statement with her outfit today. A “fuck you” to her ex? If so, that was hot. “It is.”

      “Hmm.” Laurel looked around again, her expression openly curious as she took in the progress pride flag hanging behind the bar. Had she never been to a gay bar before?

      Dana stared into her drink, hoping she hadn’t misread the situation. She felt suddenly flustered, her mood plummeting. She had an awful track record when it came to lusting after straight women, but she’d been so sure Laurel was flirting with her earlier…

      “I like it,” Laurel said after a few moments. “You live near here, then?”

      “I do.” And that was as specific as Dana planned to get until they knew each other better.

      Laurel regarded her for a moment in silence, her gaze sliding over Dana’s silver top in a way that certainly didn’t feel platonic, before returning to her face. “You look like you had a long day.”

      Dana straightened on her stool, narrowing her eyes at Laurel. “Is that a polite way of saying I look terrible?”

      “On the contrary, you look even more beautiful now than you did when we met at the animal hospital, and I found you absolutely captivating even then.”

      Oh. Dana’s cheeks warmed. Maybe not so straight after all.

      “I merely meant that, as one doctor to another, I recognize the look of someone who’s been on their feet for too many hours, who perhaps had a difficult patient—or in your case, probably a difficult owner of a patient. You look like you were rushing around all day and probably haven’t had a proper meal since breakfast.”

      “Now you’re saying I look tired and hungry?” Dana raised her eyebrows, but the defensiveness had gone out of her tone because Laurel’s assessment was spot on, and “one doctor to another” had done the trick.

      Dana got prickly when people acted as if her job was lesser than doctors who treated humans. She’d encountered it too many times, especially from MDs. But here was this doctor—this neurosurgeon—regarding her out of kind eyes that held nothing but understanding as she attempted to forge a connection between them, and, well, Dana was swooning.

      “Am I wrong?” Laurel pressed, brown eyes sparkling. “I know the look of a doctor who’s powered through on sheer adrenaline for more hours than she should have.”

      “I had a protein bar…I forget how many hours ago.” That felt like an oversight now, as the alcohol hit her system. Dana wouldn’t last long, drinking on an empty stomach.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this bar you suggested, I fear we’ve come to the wrong place, because they don’t seem to serve food, and you need something more substantial in you than a protein bar consumed too many hours ago.”

      “The neighboring restaurants deliver here if we want to order food. Have you eaten?”

      “I was at dinner when you called, remember?”

      “Right.” Dana was tired, hungry, and not on her A game tonight, apparently. But she wasn’t going to sit here and eat in front of this woman she was trying to impress. “I’m fine.”

      “Dana, please order some food. I was in your shoes yesterday, and the day before. Hell, I performed two surgeries this morning before my appointment at the attorney’s office. I was running on adrenaline when we met earlier too. I’ve just had a few hours since then to relax and refuel, and you haven’t.”

      Dana’s cheeks were even warmer now, and there was an unexpected lump in her throat. Why did this woman’s compassion affect her so deeply? She’d waited a long time to have a woman look at her the way Laurel was right now…like Dana was beautiful and sexy, like her dedication to her career was admirable. Laurel looked at her like Dana was her intellectual equal, and she liked that a whole fucking lot.

      “I think that bartender is headed our way,” Laurel said. “I didn’t realize they offered table service here.”

      “They don’t. I know him.” Dana shrugged. “I know the owner too.”

      “You really do come here a lot.” Laurel flicked her gaze to her left, smiling at Adam as he approached their table.

      “Hey, Dana,” he said with a warm smile. “You ladies need anything?”

      “She’d like to order some food,” Laurel said, giving Dana a meaningful look.

      “Fine, yes,” Dana relented. “I’ll have the Mediterranean pasta dish that I usually get from the place next door.”

      “You got it,” Adam said. “Any more drinks?”

      “Not yet,” Dana told him. “Got any new Stella pictures to share?”

      Adam’s expression instantly morphed into giddy excitement. “You know I do.” He pulled out his phone and tapped the screen, revealing a photo of himself holding a smiling baby in a pink dress who gazed adoringly at him out of big brown eyes. He was beaming, both in the photo and in real life.

      “She gets cuter every day,” Dana told him honestly.

      “Impossibly cute, and smart too. Eve said—” He cut himself off, then mimed zipping his lips. “Sorry, I’m totally intruding on your date. Carry on, ladies. Your food will be here soon.”

      Dana laughed quietly as he headed back to the bar.

      “His daughter?” Laurel asked.

      “Biologically, yes, but he’s Uncle Adam to Stella. Josie and Eve are her moms. They live upstairs. Josie owns this bar.”

      “Ah.” Laurel looked thoughtful. “An unusual arrangement, perhaps, but he certainly seems happy with it.”

      “He didn’t want kids, but he loves being an uncle,” Dana said. “I relate…as an aunt who never wanted to be a mom.”

      Laurel chuckled. “No motherhood genes here either. I’m much too attached to my independence, and my career.”

      “Same.”

      “Do you have pets, though?” Laurel asked. “I mean, I assume most veterinarians have a bunch of animals waiting at home.”

      “Do you also assume most pediatricians have a houseful of kids?”

      “Well, yes.” Laurel lifted her hands, palms up. “But point taken.”

      Dana sipped her drink. “I have two cats, Edith and Palmer. You?”

      “Nothing waiting for me at home except a few half-dead houseplants.”

      Dana raised her eyebrows. “Think there might be room for a dog in your life? Perhaps a small, brown one with a broken leg?”

      Laurel exhaled, looking unsure for the first time since Dana met her. “The thought did cross my mind, but I’m not sure it would be practical with my long hours. I also don’t know if my building allows pets.”

      “Both good points.” Dana picked up her drink, surprised to realize it was nearly empty. Then again, she felt the hazy sense of contentment that generally came with being tipsy. “Did you read the lore about this drink before you ordered it?”

      “No, why? What lore?”

      Dana nodded toward the drink menu posted on the wall. “Rumor has it, if you drink one at midnight, you’ll fall in love before the end of the year.”

      Laurel made a sound of disbelief. “Please don’t tell me you believe that.”

      “Of course not, but it’s a romantic drink. That’s all.” And Laurel had made a romantic choice by ordering it, intentional or not. Recently, Dana had been thinking more often about the what-ifs in her life. She’d always loved her independence, but she’d never intended to make it halfway through her forties without settling down. Lately, her apartment felt lonely. Hell, everything in her life felt lonely.

      “Well, I didn’t pick it for that reason,” Laurel said. “And tonight of all nights, love is the last thing on my mind.”

      “Tonight of all nights?” Dana felt herself bristling slightly, again wondering if Laurel had meant for this to be a date or if she was just blowing off steam with a fellow medical professional. Usually, Dana had excellent gaydar, but she was having trouble reading Laurel.

      Laurel patted the bag slung over the back of her chair, drawing Dana’s attention to her arms, which were deliciously toned. Her forearms were corded with an impressive—and impressively sexy—amount of muscle, perhaps from the many hours she spent in the OR, performing delicate surgeries. “My divorce papers are in there, Dana. The ink is barely dry.”

      “Oh. Right.” She’d forgotten about that part of Laurel’s day.

      “You could say I’m a bit sour on love right now. But romance?” Laurel reached across the table, letting her fingers brush against Dana’s. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s romanced me properly, and yes, I’m definitely interested.”

      Dana gulped, her throat gone dry. That answered that question. “Good to know.”
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      Laurel looked across the table at Dana. “I have a confession to make.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” Dana twirled her fork, wrapping a long noodle around it. She’d nearly finished her dinner, and the color had returned to her cheeks. No doubt, she’d been running on fumes when she arrived at the bar, no matter how diligently she’d tried to hide it.

      She was stunning with her hair down. It was a dark blonde, hanging just past her chin, a little messy from her long day, but Laurel had always preferred messy to polished. Dana’s cheeks were flushed from the alcohol, and the fairy lights overhead made her shirt sparkle, continually drawing Laurel’s attention to her chest.

      “I’ve never done this before,” Laurel said, feeling the faintest flutter of insecurity. Would her confession scare Dana away?

      Dana cocked her head, regarding her. “Define ‘this.’”

      “Have drinks with a woman…or anything else with a woman.”

      Dana’s lips twisted to one side. “I wondered about that. I kept getting a vibe from you, like we were on two separate pages. I’m sorry for suggesting the gay bar. That was my mistake.”

      Laurel frowned. “Don’t put words in my mouth. We aren’t on two separate pages. I took your invitation for what it was because I’m attracted to you. I didn’t realize I was bisexual until after I was married, but I’ve known for a while now, probably ten years or so. I’m not here to experiment with you or lead you on. I’m here because I want to be.”

      Dana stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay.”

      “Is it?” Because Laurel was aware that prejudice could go both ways, that some lesbians didn’t want to be with women who’d had sex with men, not that she knew how Dana identified.

      Dana nodded. “I said it is, and I try to always say what I mean. I apologize for jumping to the wrong conclusion. As you know, it’s been a long day. What you don’t know is that I’ve had a rough go of it with dating recently, so I’m a bit gun-shy. But I like you, and I’d like to get to know you better.”

      “Good, because I’d like the same thing. In fact…” Laurel exhaled, allowing her gaze to wander to the two women at the next table before bringing it back to Dana. She wasn’t ashamed of her lack of experience, but she was certainly aware of it, and it wasn’t something she enjoyed. Generally, Laurel preferred to be as competent as she was confident. “Being here with you makes me realize how overdue I am to embrace this side of myself. I feel like I’ve been ignoring part of my identity for too long, letting people make assumptions because I was married to a man, and now…it feels important that I explore what it’s like with a woman.”

      “I relate to that a little bit.” Dana twirled another ribbon of pasta onto her fork. “I denied my sexuality most of the way through college and veterinary school, tried to shove myself into the box I thought I belonged in, that my family wanted me to belong in. I dated a lot of men before I finally accepted that I’m not attracted to them.”

      “So you’re…?”

      “A lesbian,” Dana confirmed. “I’ve been out for almost twenty years now. And before you start trying to do that math, I’m forty-five.”

      “You’ve only got a year on me, then.”

      “Is it intimidating, exploring your sexuality for the first time at forty-four?”

      “Yes and no.” Laurel picked up her drink and sipped. “Not many things intimidate me.”

      Dana’s lips quirked. “There’s that cocky surgeon attitude.”

      “Listen, you’re a surgeon too, so I’d say we both have a cocky streak.” Laurel took another sip. “To fully answer your question, yes, I can see how certain aspects of dating a woman will be intimidating, but also…I don’t give a flying fuck what people think of me. I’ve never claimed to be straight. If people have made a wrong assumption based on who I was married to, that’s their problem, not mine. I don’t like feeling out of my element, and I admit that I do feel a little bit that way here in a gay bar with you, but it’s also made me realize just how badly I want to have this experience. I want to experience passion with a woman.”

      “Then you should.” Dana leaned forward so that her elbows rested on the table, close enough that Laurel caught a whiff of her perfume, something rich and enticing. The lights glinted on Dana’s lips, and Laurel wanted to kiss them.

      “Dana…”

      Dana sat back, something guarded in her expression now. “You only got divorced a few hours ago. I’m not sure⁠—”

      “The papers in my bag are only a few hours old, but we were separated for a full year while he haggled with me over how to allocate our assets. He wanted more than he’s entitled to, and he dragged things out for what felt like forever, but we hadn’t been intimate for a while, even before our separation. What I’m trying to say is that…emotionally, physically, I’ve been alone for a long time. I’m ready to explore new things. I’m more than ready.”

      Dana stared at her for several long seconds, seeming to consider that, to consider Laurel. Her eyes were an interesting shade of blue-gray, like a stormy sky, and right now, they were intense in a way that made Laurel want to shift in her seat. She felt restless, warm, aroused.

      Finally, Dana nodded. “The bar closes soon. Shall we?”

      Laurel slid to her feet, not sure exactly what Dana was proposing, but whatever it was, her answer was yes. They settled their tab and walked outside. The night air was balmy even at this late hour, and the street was uncharacteristically quiet.

      Laurel had always loved these hours in the middle of the night when most of the city was asleep. Instinctively, she looked up, noticing a crescent moon hanging overhead like a smile. Her lips curved in response.

      Dana stepped closer, raising a hand to brush a lock of hair from Laurel’s face. “May I?”

      “Yes.” Laurel’s voice came out hoarse and needy. She swallowed. “Please.”

      Dana leaned in, pausing to meet Laurel’s eyes, checking in with her one more time, and Laurel appreciated that. She really did. But her impatience won out, and she closed the remaining inches between them herself, pressing her lips to Dana’s.

      “Oh,” she murmured as she registered the softness of Dana’s lips, the smoothness of her cheeks where they brushed Laurel’s. Dana smelled good. She felt good. And she was smiling, perhaps in response to Laurel’s exclamation.

      “How do you feel about your sapphic side now?” Dana asked quietly.

      “I feel very, very enthusiastic about it.”

      “Good.” And then Dana was kissing her again. This time, her lips pressed more insistently against Laurel’s. Her hands came to Laurel’s hips, drawing her in as she licked the seam of Laurel’s lips, asking for entrance. Laurel opened to her, and as Dana’s tongue swept into her mouth, she felt an answering clench deep inside her body.

      Because oh yes, this kiss was the answer to everything she’d been yearning for. She’d pushed it to the back of her mind while she was married, but it had gradually slipped to the forefront during the year they were separated, this need to kiss a woman. She’d needed it, and now she had it, and…she wanted more.

      She wanted it all.

      Laurel sank her hands into Dana’s hair, losing herself in the kiss, drowning herself in it. She never wanted to surface. Dana’s hands were on her ass now, pressing her closer, and her breathless gasp indicated she was enjoying this every bit as much as Laurel. But there was one thing Laurel wasn’t into—not with a person of any gender—and that was a public display of affection.

      She lifted her head. “Hey, Dana?”

      “Mm?” Dana blinked at her, pupils dilated, lips glistening, and goddamn she was gorgeous when she was turned on.

      “What do you say we take this somewhere more private?”

      “I say…my place is only a short walk from here.”
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      Dana closed the door to her apartment behind them and leaned against it for a moment, watching Laurel as she studied the space. Dana’s apartment wasn’t anything special, a simple one-bedroom in an older building, but it was comfortable, and she loved it. While the rest of her life was often complicated and stressful, this space was her sanctuary.

      “It’s very nice,” Laurel said, turning to face her. “Where are your cats?”

      “Probably under the bed. It’s their favorite hideout.”

      Dana didn’t often have one-night stands. She preferred to make real connections with people, but tonight…well, tonight was about making herself feel good and blowing off some much-needed steam. There had been too much pain in her life lately. Tonight was about pleasure.

      And equally, tonight was about showing Laurel pleasure. It had been a long time since Dana was someone’s “first,” in any sense of the word. She wanted to show Laurel all the wonders of sapphic sex, to make sure she had an incredible first time with a woman.

      Laurel stepped closer, pressing Dana against the door as she kissed her again. She was forward, despite her inexperience with a woman, and Dana appreciated that. Frankly, she liked Laurel a lot and hoped this would last more than one night, but even if they parted ways in the morning, she wouldn’t regret tonight.

      Her heart was pumping in a way it hadn’t in far too long, flooding her with endorphins, making her feel good. Dana rested a hand on Laurel’s bare thigh, loving the warmth of her skin. Nothing made her feel alive like another woman’s body pressed against hers.

      “Touch me,” Laurel said, pressing herself more firmly against Dana. “Please.”

      A woman who wasn’t afraid to ask for what she wanted. Dana appreciated that too, and she was happy to oblige. She slid her hand up the inside of Laurel’s thigh to the damp lace of her underwear. She pressed in, loving Laurel’s sharp inhale. Then Dana hooked her fingers beneath the fabric and pulled it down Laurel’s legs, steadying her as she stepped out of her sheer panties.

      Immediately, Dana straightened, sliding her hand beneath Laurel’s dress to her newly bared flesh. She spun them, pressing Laurel against the door as her thumb found and circled Laurel’s clit. Laurel’s head fell back against the door with a thump, her eyes closed, mouth hanging slightly open in pleasure.

      Dana brought her fingers down to Laurel’s entrance, coating them in her arousal, and fuck, Laurel was soaked. Feeling the evidence of Laurel’s desire made Dana throb. She let her own need fuel her as she brought her wet flingers back to Laurel’s clit, stroking hard and fast.

      Laurel’s thighs shook, her hips rocking rhythmically into Dana’s touch, and Dana wondered distantly if she should have at least tried to make it to the bed. She wanted to make this special for Laurel, after all, but Laurel’s features were a tableau of ecstasy. She looked overcome. She looked close.

      She looked like she was going to come right here against Dana’s door.

      “Wait,” Laurel gasped.

      Dana froze, quickly withdrawing her fingers from beneath Laurel’s dress. “Sorry, did⁠—”

      “We forgot to have the safe sex conversation.” Laurel was breathing roughly, one hand clenched in the fabric of Dana’s pants as if to keep her close.

      “I didn’t forget,” Dana said, although the truth was, she’d been so caught up in touching Laurel, it had slipped her mind, but she would have gotten there when the time came. She never took unnecessary risks when it came to her health. “We just didn’t do anything risky yet.”

      “There’s some risk inherent in any sexual contact.”

      “Okay,” Dana allowed. That was technically true, although the risk of touching Laurel with her fingers was negligible. She was somewhat confused at the change of topic, until she met Laurel’s piercing gaze. Beneath the heat, beneath the bravado, there was the tiniest glimmer of insecurity, and Dana suspected that was the real reason Laurel had pressed the brakes. She’d finalized her divorce today. It had probably been a while since she’d slept with anyone but her husband, and she’d never been with a woman before. “I had my annual checkup last month, and everything was negative. I haven’t been with anyone since.”

      “My husband was unfaithful,” Laurel said. “So I had a full panel of testing done when we separated, and that was all negative too.”

      “Then it sounds like we’re good to go,” Dana said, tracing her still-wet fingers along the hem of Laurel’s dress. She leaned in so her breath gusted against the shell of Laurel’s ear. “For the record, I’d have brought it up before I put my mouth on you.”

      “Oh.” Laurel swallowed with an audible click.

      “Now the question is, do you want to come for the first time right here, or in my bed?”

      A shiver ran through Laurel’s body. “The first time?”

      Dana nodded, slipping her hand beneath Laurel’s skirt. She traced erotic circles on Laurel’s inner thigh, loving the way she trembled beneath Dana’s touch. “That’s the beauty of being with a woman, right? I’ll make sure you come as many times as you need.”

      Laurel groaned. “Fuck, that sounds…”

      “Yes?” Dana brought her hand slightly higher, still not quite touching Laurel where she needed.

      “Yes,” Laurel cried, canting her hips forward. “Right here. Take me right here. Please.”

      Dana slid her hand to the juncture of Laurel’s thighs. “That would be my fucking pleasure.”
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      Laurel closed her eyes, surrendering to the pleasure of Dana’s touch. Of course she was good with her hands, being a surgeon in her own right. Those nimble fingers toyed with Laurel’s clit, rubbing and tapping until it was all Laurel could do to keep herself upright. Her knees shook. Her chest heaved. And then she was coming, pleasure radiating from her core in powerful waves that left her gasping.

      Oh. Oh wow. She’d forgotten the thrill of being touched by someone new, and this encounter was new in so many ways. Fuck, she’d enjoyed that, and she had the sense they were just getting started. Dana was going to give her a thoroughly memorable first experience with a woman, that was for sure. Laurel opened her eyes to find Dana watching her with a slightly smug expression, her pupils blown with desire. “Wow.”

      “I’ll say,” Dana said. “I don’t think my front door’s ever gotten this much action.”

      Laurel managed to laugh, despite having just realized Dana’s fingers were still nestled between her thighs, stroking lightly. Already, Laurel felt the first stirrings of arousal again.

      I’ll make sure you come as many times as you need.

      Dana’s words echoed in her head, a claim that had sounded somewhat bold in the moment but now felt like a promise. Laurel didn’t usually come more than once during sex, but maybe that had been because Brian usually fell asleep once he came, not because Laurel herself had been spent. Suddenly, tonight felt more promising than ever.

      “Bedroom?” Laurel asked, trying to sound authoritative instead of simply needy.

      Dana picked up Laurel’s panties and handed them to her with a smirk, then led the way through the living room to a small but well-appointed bedroom. The maroon patterned blanket on the bed looked soft and inviting, and a variety of art on the walls gave the room a sense of sophistication. Laurel made a mental note to get more art for her own bedroom. Her apartment felt rather bare at the moment, as she made the transition from marriage to the single life. Now it was time—past time—to make it feel more like home.

      Dana was kissing her again, pressing their bodies close, and Laurel loved everything about this. She reached for the buckle on Dana’s pants, feeling the way her breath hitched as Laurel unfastened it and then pushed down the zipper to bare the front of Dana’s black lacy panties. She pushed Dana’s pants over her hips, revealing those sexy panties in their entirety, and she knew for certain in that moment that Dana had worn them for her.

      Dana had rushed home after work to get ready to meet Laurel, and she’d dressed for the possibility that Laurel might see her underwear before the night was over. That was… Laurel throbbed at the thought, because goddamn it was sexy. Dana was sexy.

      Laurel turned her attention to Dana’s top next. That silver, shimmery fabric had been taunting her all night with the way it drew her gaze to Dana’s cleavage. Now it joined Dana’s pants on the floor, revealing a matching black lacy bra. Laurel traced her fingers over Dana’s bra and then her panties, intoxicated to finally feel a woman’s body beneath her fingertips.

      Dana was lean and muscular like a runner. Laurel knew the look because she ran too. It was an excellent way to stay in shape for a job that required her to be on her feet for long hours at a time, and an excellent way of blowing off steam after a difficult shift. Dana had looked somewhat haunted earlier, but her stormy gaze held nothing but heat now.

      Laurel cupped her over her underwear, feeling the dampness of her arousal through that black lace. Dana gasped at the contact, and Laurel felt it in her own clit. Feeling bolder now, she carefully removed Dana’s bra and underwear, revealing the full wonder of her body, small pert breasts and a neatly trimmed vee of hair between her thighs.

      “You’re beautiful,” Laurel said, her tone unexpectedly reverent.

      “So are you,” Dana responded. “But as much as I love this red dress—and I really do love it—it’s time for it to go.”

      “Agreed.” Laurel reached for the zipper at her side, only to have Dana nudge her hand aside so she could lower it herself. The dress gaped open, and Laurel pushed it to the floor, remembering belatedly that Dana had already taken off her panties. Now Laurel wore only a red satin bra, which Dana was already unfastening.

      Then they were both naked. Dana pressed herself against Laurel, warm sweat-damp skin meeting hers, and god, it felt good. As a doctor, Laurel was comfortable with nudity, both her own and other’s. But she’d never touched a woman. Hell, she hadn’t touched anyone but her husband and herself in too many years.

      That changed now.

      Embracing her desire for women included giving, not just receiving. Laurel wanted to distract Dana from the sadness she’d sensed in her earlier. She wanted to give her as much joy and pleasure as possible. Laurel reached between their bodies, slipping a hand between Dana’s thighs. “Oh,” she murmured with surprised appreciation. “You’re so wet.”

      “What can I say?” Dana’s eyes blazed into hers. “I really enjoyed getting you off.”

      “I’m really going to enjoy getting you off too.” Laurel moved her fingers, familiarizing herself with Dana’s anatomy, her wet, swollen folds and there, her clit.

      Dana’s hips jerked when Laurel touched it. “You’re a quick study.”

      “I’ve been through med school. I certainly hope I’m familiar with human anatomy.”

      “Yet you operate on brains for a living,” Dana teased, her breath hitching as Laurel pressed harder against her most sensitive part.

      “I do.” She stroked Dana, watching closely to see what she liked, what made her gasp. Soon, her fingers were swirling in fast circles around Dana’s clit, and Dana had her arms over Laurel’s shoulders, her hips bucking wildly. She gasped and swore and came with a shout, grinding herself against Laurel’s fingers before she dragged her backward onto the bed. They landed in a tangled heap.

      “Fuck me,” Dana gasped, panting for breath.

      “I think I just did.”

      “Fuck yes, you did.” Dana lay flat on her back, breathing heavily with Laurel sprawled across her. One of Dana’s thighs rested against Laurel right where she ached, and she pressed herself a little more firmly against that warm, smooth skin.

      Dana cocked an eyebrow. “Ready for more?”

      “Seems that way.”

      Dana gripped Laurel’s hips, inviting her to grind against Dana’s thigh. This was all so different than she was used to, and maybe that was what made it so exciting, or maybe it was Dana herself, who was watching through hooded eyes as Laurel moved against Dana’s thigh.

      Then one of Dana’s hands was between them, her finger brushing against Laurel’s clit, and she couldn’t contain her moan. Fuck. Maybe they really could do this all night. Right now, it certainly felt possible. Right now, everything felt possible.

      Just as suddenly, Dana flipped them, and Laurel found herself flat on her back against the maroon blanket. This had never been a position she enjoyed…far too missionary for her taste, not to mention too submissive. Dana hovered over her body, then dipped her head to lavish one of Laurel’s breasts with her mouth while her thigh pressed into Laurel’s pussy, providing a delicious friction. Oh. Well, that might be worth changing her opinion.

      “Do you like my mouth?” Dana asked, glancing up to meet Laurel’s gaze before she swirled her tongue over Laurel’s nipple, drawing it into a tight bud.

      “God, yes. I think I might love your mouth.”

      “You think, hmm? Let’s see if I can convince you.” Dana licked her way across Laurel’s chest to her other breast, sucking and kissing, each flick of her tongue resonating in Laurel’s clit.

      God, she’d needed this. She’d been so overdue for a night of mindless passion, and maybe Dana had been too. Maybe they both needed this night…and each other.

      Dana kissed her way down Laurel’s stomach, and Laurel marveled that she felt comfortable with this level of intimacy with a woman she’d just met. She hadn’t had many one-night stands, and she’d never let anyone go down on her this soon. It left her feeling too exposed, too vulnerable, which was something she’d never been able to tolerate.

      But she didn’t feel vulnerable with Dana. She and Dana had gone toe-to-toe since the moment they met, and Laurel had been thrilled and captivated by every moment they’d shared. Dana was her intellectual match, and apparently, that extended to the bedroom.

      “How do you feel about my mouth now?” Dana asked, sliding her tongue over Laurel’s hip bone, tantalizingly close to where she ached for her.

      “Becoming more fond with every moment,” Laurel said, her voice annoyingly breathless.

      Dana winked, and then she dipped her head, pressing that talented tongue against Laurel’s clit. Laurel made a needy sound she wouldn’t have recognized as coming from her own throat. Dana wasted no time now, flicking her tongue back and forth against Laurel’s clit until she was writhing against the bedspread. Dana pressed two fingers against her entrance, glancing up as if to seek permission, and Laurel nodded somewhat desperately.

      Immediately, those fingers pushed inside her, beginning to stroke in and out as Dana’s tongue continued to lavish her clit. She alternatingly licked and sucked and swirled, changing her pattern whenever Laurel thought she knew what to expect, and it was wonderful, so fucking wonderful.

      Already, she was close, holding on for dear life in an attempt to enjoy this exquisite pleasure for as long as physically possible. She rocked her hips to Dana’s rhythm, vaguely aware she was gasping and moaning all sorts of nonsense like “that’s so fucking good” and “please don’t stop.”

      And then she was coming, groaning as her orgasm peaked, waves of delicious pleasure rolling through her system. When she’d regained her senses, she looked down at Dana, who lay between Laurel’s thighs with a satisfied smile.

      “It’s official,” Laurel said, her voice rough. “I love your tongue.”
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        * * *

      

      Laurel woke to find a white cat a few inches from her face, staring at her with alarming intensity. She blinked, automatically scooting backward away from it, and that was when she registered the warm body behind her.

      “Mm,” Dana mumbled.

      “Your cat’s staring at us while we sleep,” Laurel said, earning a sleepy chuckle against her shoulder.

      “Cats are creepy like that.”

      She was fully awake now, a skill that came from years of working odd hours and being on call, the ability to go from deep sleep to wide awake in the span of several heartbeats. Soft daylight filtered into the room. Laurel hadn’t necessarily meant to spend the night. Dana hadn’t invited her to stay. They must have just passed out after however many rounds of mind-blowing sex last night.

      Or earlier this morning, if one were being technical.

      “I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” she said by way of an apology, in case she’d overstayed her welcome.

      “Not a problem.” One of Dana’s hands slid around her waist, drawing Laurel closer against her. “I enjoyed the company, and besides, it was practically daylight before we called it a night. I’d say we both earned a few hours of sleep.”

      “Do you have to work today?”

      “Yes, but not until eleven.”

      Laurel rolled to face her. Dana was even more beautiful first thing in the morning. She must have gotten up at some point, because she’d removed her makeup, and now she was barefaced in the soft light, revealing laugh lines around her eyes and pale freckles over her cheekbones that Laurel hadn’t noticed last night.

      She found herself even more captivated by this unguarded, early morning version of Dana. Hell, Laurel was captivated by her in general. She hadn’t been looking for more than a fun night, but…

      The white cat crawled between them, purring loudly as it began to knead the sheets.

      Dana chuckled. “This is Edith. She’s a bit of a drama queen.”

      “So I see.” Laurel gave her a tentative rub, and the cat purred even louder.

      “I’ll be checking on your stray dog when I get to work,” Dana said. “I wasn’t on call last night, so I’m curious to see how she’s doing.”

      “I’m curious too,” Laurel admitted. “You’ll keep me posted?”

      “You’re paying her bills, so that’s a definite yes.”

      “Good.” And maybe, just maybe, Laurel would do a little sleuthing when she got home to see if her building allowed pets and if there were any dog walkers in the area so she might be able to fit a dog into her life despite long hours spent at the hospital.

      Maybe she’d even ask for Dana’s number…her personal number, not the number for the hospital. Laurel wasn’t a timid person. Generally, she had no problem asking for what she wanted, but she was unaccountably nervous about this, and she wasn’t sure why.

      Dana kissed the top of Edith’s head, and Laurel felt herself smiling, surprised at the warm sensation in her chest. Oh. She liked Dana. She really liked her. And she wanted this to be more than just sex. Huh. That was unexpected.

      Laurel drew in a deep breath. “Dana…”

      “I’d like to see you again,” Dana said, eyeing her out of those watchful blue-gray eyes. “If you’re interested in more than one night.”

      “I am.” Laurel didn’t even try to hide her enthusiasm. She’d just gotten out of a marriage full of lies. Her next relationship should be built on openness and truth. “In fact, I’d like that a lot.”

      Dana smiled, a different kind of smile than Laurel had seen before, wide and luminous. It brightened her whole face. “I’m awfully glad I was on call when you came in yesterday. I was having an absolutely terrible day, and you really turned it around.”

      “You turned my day around pretty nicely too.”

      Dana’s eyes sparkled playfully. “Maybe for our second date, we can meet before midnight.”

      “Maybe, but then again, midnight turned out to be pretty lucky for us the first time.”

      “True. Maybe it’ll become our signature thing…meeting at midnight.”

      “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

      Dana leaned in for a kiss. “Neither would I.”
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          THREE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Think Dana will mind if I bring you with me?” Laurel eyed the brown dog at her feet. She already knew the answer to her question, though. Dana always loved to see Luna, and a jogging date was the perfect time to bring her along. Luna’s leg was fully recovered now, as was the rest of her. In fact, Luna had recently received a clean bill of health from Dr. Roth herself.

      No owners had shown up to claim her, so when the time came, Laurel brought her home rather than letting the little dog go to the shelter. She’d called it a trial run that first week, to see if she liked having a dog and if the dog was a good fit for her life. After all, Laurel had known absolutely nothing about her before she’d found her crumpled in the street.

      Luna might have been a house-destroying monster for all she knew. But she wasn’t. Luna was quiet, a little bit clingy, but a perfectly well-mannered member of the household. Laurel had hired a dog walking service to visit every few hours while she was at work so Luna wouldn’t spend too long cooped up in the condo alone.

      So far, things were working out well, both with the dog and with the woman that dog had brought into her life. Laurel and Dana had been together for three months now, and things had progressed from casual to…less casual.

      Neither of them seemed in a hurry to put a label on what they were doing, but whatever this was, Laurel couldn’t get enough. Case in point, she was already rushing out the door, even though she wasn’t due to meet Dana for another half hour. But she couldn’t wait to see her. Lately, she always felt this way.

      She clipped Luna’s leash to her collar and led the way toward the door. Yes, the dog’s name was an homage to Laurel and Dana’s first date. They did it once a month or so now…meeting at midnight after Dana’s shift. It was their thing. So Laurel named the dog that brought them together Luna, after the moon that hung overhead as they shared their first kiss.

      Cheesy, maybe. Not exactly her style? Well, what was Laurel’s style these days anyway? She liked to think it was a little brown rescue dog and a blonde veterinarian with a spine of steel and a tongue that…well, it was very talented.

      And Laurel loved her.

      She stopped halfway to the stairwell in her building, nearly tripping over her own feet. Love. Did she? Luna cocked her head, staring at Laurel as if to ask why they’d stopped walking.

      “Do I love Dana?” she asked the dog.

      It was a silly question, as unnecessary as “Think Dana will mind if I bring you with me?” because of course Laurel loved her. She hadn’t meant to fall in love again this quickly, but then again, she hadn’t loved Brian in years, so maybe this wasn’t so surprising after all.

      Dana fit perfectly into her life. Dana brightened every day they spent together.

      Yeah, she loved her.

      Laurel led Luna downstairs and out into the crisp September morning. Overhead, the sun shone brightly, but after a long, hot summer, today’s cool breeze felt refreshing. Also, the city smelled a hell of a lot better in September than it did in June.

      She led Luna to the tree in front of her building where she preferred to do her business, then continued down the block toward Central Park, where they’d meet up with Dana to go for a leisurely jog. Not that leisurely was either of their usual pace, but Luna was still building up stamina, and they were both happy to accommodate her. Dana was nearly as fond of Luna as Laurel was.

      “Hey, stranger.”

      Laurel looked up at the familiar voice, surprised to see Dana walking toward her. “Hi yourself. Impatient this morning?”

      “I’m always impatient where you’re concerned.” Dana shrugged. “And in general. I got to the park a few minutes early and just kept walking, figured I’d run into you along the way. I also figured you’d have her with you. Hi, Luna.”

      The dog bounced against Dana’s legs, tail wagging wildly. It was hard to say who loved Dana more, Laurel or her dog. Her heart galloped in her chest, because now that she’d realized it, she couldn’t stop thinking about how much she loved her.

      “You okay? You look a little…shellshocked. Bad news about a patient?” Dana placed a hand on her arm, and Laurel’s heart sped even faster.

      “No, it’s good news. At least I think it is.” She gripped Dana’s hand and tugged her in for a kiss. “It’s just…I realized…I love you.”

      Dana blinked, and her free hand pressed over her mouth as tears rose in her eyes. That wasn’t the reaction Laurel had been expecting.

      “I’m sorry,” she backpedaled. “Was it too soon? I shouldn’t have just blurted⁠—”

      “Stop,” Dana interrupted, and she was grinning now, even as tears streaked her cheeks. “They’re happy tears. I love you too. I’d been looking for the right time to say it, but leave it to you to just blurt it out the moment you realized it.”

      “I mean, subtlety has never been my strong suit.”

      “No, it hasn’t, and I love that about you.” Dana leaned in for another kiss. “I love everything about you. I’ve been waiting a long time for this…to fall in love.”

      “Well,” Laurel drawled, “I hope I was worth the wait.”

      “Oh, you were.” Dana touched her cheek, her expression tender. “You definitely were.”
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      Eve Marlow’s heels clicked confidently against the polished floor as she strode down the hall toward her producer’s office. She paused outside the door, running her fingers over the front of her dress to smooth any wrinkles before lifting her hand to knock.

      “Come in,” Greta called from inside.

      Eve grasped the handle and pulled the door open. Greta sat behind her desk, glasses perched on her nose as she looked up from her computer screen. But she wasn’t alone. Bruce Koslowski, Life & Leisure’s director of advertising, stood beside her. “Greta,” Eve said with a polite smile. “Bruce, this is a surprise.”

      “Hello, Eve,” Bruce said with an equally polite nod.

      “Have a seat.” Greta gestured vaguely to the guest chairs in front of her desk.

      Eve sat, placing her laptop on the edge of the desk.

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” Bruce said.

      Eve nodded. “Greta told me this morning that the ratings for our season two premiere weren’t as high as we’d hoped, but I’ve put together several proposed adjustments to Do Over’s advertising plan that I think should⁠—”

      “Actually, that’s not why I’m here,” Bruce interrupted. “You can discuss advertising with Greta later.”

      More bad news? Eve straightened in her seat, clasping her hands loosely in front of herself. “All right.”

      “We have to pull episode eight,” Bruce said.

      “The ice cream shop?” Eve said, incensed. “That’s one of our strongest episodes. Why on earth would we scrap it?”

      His lips drew into a frown. “The owner has been charged in a sexual assault.”

      Fuck. Eve felt a heavy sensation in her stomach, as if the remnants of her lunch had hardened into concrete. “That’s…not good.”

      “I know,” Greta agreed. “It’s a publicity nightmare. There’s no way we can air it.”

      “Is there time to shoot a replacement?” As the CEO of Marlow Marketing, Eve had built an empire helping underperforming small businesses reach their potential. Two years ago, the Life & Leisure channel had offered her a television show—Do Over—that followed her as she worked. Each episode featured a different business, offering viewers the chance to become invested in their success as she helped them rebuild. Season one had been a runaway success. So far, season two was off to a lackluster start, and without this episode, she might be in real trouble.

      “It’s possible,” Greta said. “But the timing would be extremely tight.”

      Bruce’s frown deepened. “I’m afraid there’s no room in the production budget to reshoot, even if you were able to fit it into the schedule.”

      “I’ll make room in the budget,” Eve said automatically. This was what she did for a living, after all. She saved failing businesses, and now she would save her television show, because if she didn’t get her ratings up, Do Over would never get renewed for a third season. “I’ll draw up a revised advertising plan.”

      “If you’re able to make room in the budget, I’ll think about it, but I’m not making any promises,” Bruce told her. “Have it on my desk by the end of the day.”

      She nodded. “Consider it done.”

      Bruce left, and Eve slumped in her chair. “How much time do I have to find a new client and shoot a replacement episode?”

      “Not much,” Greta told her apologetically. “You’d need to bring me the client’s name by Friday, with filming to begin next week.”

      Eve pressed her knuckles against the edge of the desk in front of her, letting the cold wood bite into her skin, providing an outlet for her frustration. “Friday, as in the day after tomorrow?”

      “Yes. And first, you’ve got to make room in the budget and have Bruce sign off on it,” Greta reminded her.

      “I’ll do that right now.” Eve stood, picking up her laptop.

      Greta nodded, waving a hand in Eve’s direction. “Go work your magic. You’ll pull this off. I have full confidence in you.”

      “I will,” Eve confirmed. She left Greta’s office and strode down the hall toward her own. They had hundreds of leftover applications from their season two casting call. The trick would be finding someone who could bring her the ratings she needed, when she’d already chosen what she’d believed to be the ten strongest applicants from the bunch. Hopefully, she’d overlooked a potential breakout star.

      First things first. She closed the door to her office and spent the next two hours reallocating funds from Do Over’s already stretched advertising budget to allow her to shoot the replacement episode. As much as she needed those advertising dollars, she needed a full season more. She emailed the revised budget to Bruce and settled in to sift through previously rejected season two applications.

      But as the sun slid behind the Manhattan skyline outside her window, she was no closer to finding a replacement client and her stomach had begun to growl obnoxiously. Stifling a growl of her own, she packed up to head home. She’d find something to eat, change into her pajamas, and keep working.

      Preferably with a glass of wine.

      Since it was going to be a late night, she stopped in the break room to fix herself a coffee for the ride home. She spent her thirty-minute subway ride making notes on her phone, outlining ways to maximize what remained of her advertising budget. While Marlow Marketing wasn’t in any trouble, Do Over was dangerously close to cancellation. She enjoyed filming the show. It had become an important part of her brand, and perhaps most importantly, it had tripled her income. She wasn’t going to lose it, not when she knew it could be saved.

      Her cell phone rang as she exited the subway, and Greta’s name showed on the screen. Eve connected the call. “Please tell me you’re calling with good news.”

      “I am, actually,” Greta told her. “They’ve signed off on your revised production budget. All you have to do now is bring us a new client in time to get the replacement episode filmed.”

      “Excellent.” Eve exhaled in relief as she dodged a bike messenger, stepping aside to let him pass. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have a name.”

      “Friday,” Greta reminded her.

      “Got it.” Eve tossed her empty coffee cup into a nearby trash can. A tiny, muffled cry echoed from somewhere, and she paused. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Greta asked.

      “Nothing. Listen, I’ll check in with an update tomorrow morning, okay?” She strode down the street toward her building, intent on getting upstairs, out of these heels, and warming up something for dinner. Where had that cry come from? Had it been something on Greta’s end of the line? It hadn’t sounded human, more like an animal. Probably someone nearby on the street was watching a video on their phone or carrying some kind of exotic pet. This was New York City, after all. She’d once seen a man carrying a tiny pig in a backpack.

      But an uneasy feeling deep in her gut worried that the sound had come from inside the trash can, and it only grew stronger with each step she took. Holding in a sigh, she turned and walked back to the bin. It was filled almost to the top with garbage. Eve couldn’t believe she was even contemplating poking around in a public trash can. God knew what was inside, but it was sure to be disgusting.

      She grimaced as she stood there, listening. Other than the steady hum and honk of traffic, laughter from a couple passing by, and the distant roar of a jet overhead, she couldn’t hear a thing. She was being ridiculous. Hours of work awaited her in her apartment, so she had no idea why she was standing here, staring at a trash can. To satisfy her conscience, she turned on the flashlight on her cell phone and shined it inside.

      There was her coffee cup, laying on a plastic grocery bag at the top of the garbage pile. No animals. Nothing but gross, smelly trash. She wrinkled her nose, shining the light quickly over the rest of the bin, but…did that bag just twitch?

      Oh, hell.

      It twitched again. A sick feeling washed over her, all thoughts of ratings and clients wiped from her mind. With her free hand, she reached cautiously into the bin, nudging aside her coffee cup to uncover the bag beneath it. She hesitated before touching it. What if the movement was caused by a rat, rooting through the rubbish? Or something even less friendly?

      But that stubbornly uneasy feeling in her gut made her grasp the knot where the bag had been tied shut and lift it out of the bin. Something inside squealed, and Eve’s heart slammed into her ribs. Her skin prickled. Oh God, there was really a live animal trapped inside this bag. What kind of sick joke…

      She knelt and placed the bag on the ground. Cautiously, she tore a hole in the plastic, keeping her fingers well away from the opening in case whatever was inside tried to bite her. She’d just free the rat and be on her way. But the tiny creatures inside weren’t rats. The bag was full of some kind of baby animals that looked like…were those kittens? Tiny newborn kittens, eyes closed and barely moving.

      Eve exhaled harshly, as if the wind had been knocked out of her. She ripped the bag all the way open and reached inside. Her fingers brushed soft black fur, and the kitten mewled softly, rooting its head toward her hand. It was cool to the touch.

      “Jesus,” she murmured, scanning the rest of the animals. She counted six total, a mixture of black, gray, and one solid white kitten. Not all of them were moving. Oh fuck. Were they even alive?

      She stripped out of her blazer and laid it on the ground. Carefully, she lifted the kittens out of the bag one by one and placed them inside her jacket, trying not to notice how cold and stiff they felt beneath her fingers. The temperature hadn’t quite reached seventy today, average for mid-April in Manhattan. She needed to get them inside and warm, and then…what?

      She’d call the animal shelter. Yes, that was the logical next step. She eyed the bag they’d been inside of. Should she take it with her? Was it evidence? Was it a crime to throw a litter of kittens in the trash? She sure as hell hoped so. And so she balled up the empty grocery bag and tucked it inside her blazer, which would be going straight into the wash—if not the trash—once she got home. She scooped the edges of the fabric together, forming a makeshift sack for the kittens, and hurried toward her apartment building.

      A cool breeze whipped through the thin material of her blouse, and she shivered. Several people gave her strange looks as she cradled her blazer in front of herself. She resisted the urge to tell them off, reasoning that in their position, she’d give herself an odd look too.

      Eve Marlow, up-and-coming reality television star, behaving bizarrely among rumors that Do Over’s second season is off to a disappointing start.

      This day could really just stop now. She’d had enough. Walking briskly, she rounded the corner and approached her building. She’d take the kittens inside, call the shelter, and get them on their way to help and veterinary care. Then she could get back to work.

      Morris, the doorman, held the door open for her. “Good evening, Ms. Marlow.”

      “Evening, Morris. Thank you.” She offered him a brief but grateful smile on her way to the elevator. There hadn’t been a peep out of the kittens since she’d put them in her blazer. No wriggling. God help her if she was carrying a jacket full of dead kittens up to her apartment right now. What if they were covered in fleas? Or had rabies? Was she endangering herself by bringing them inside?

      She punched the button with her elbow and waited, toe tapping impatiently, until the elevator arrived. It carried her swiftly to the eighth floor, and she let herself into her apartment. There, she stood for a moment, unsure what to do next and halfway terrified to look inside her blazer.

      But her discomfort was no excuse for further endangering their lives. She lay her blazer on the kitchen table, spreading it flat. A few of the kittens stirred, mewling as they scrambled toward each other for warmth.

      Several of them didn’t move at all.

      She shuddered. They were so cold. Thinking fast, she went into the bedroom, rummaging through her closet until she found the heating pad she used when her back started acting up. She carried it to the kitchen table and plugged it in before laying the jacket full of kittens on top of it. “Now to find someone to take you.”

      She washed her hands—just in case—then sat at the table and pulled out her phone. She looked up the nearest animal shelter, only to receive an automated recording that it was closed for the night. Same story at the next shelter. And the next. It was only seven o’clock. Wasn’t there any place to take abandoned animals after hours? These kittens wouldn’t make it until morning. Not to mention, she didn’t have time to deal with this, not in general and especially not tonight.

      Eve stared at the furry pile of kittens. What the hell was she going to do with them? She’d never had a pet, never cared for an animal in her life. She had no idea how to care for these, but they were obviously too small for solid food. They probably needed milk. Maybe she could warm up some of the half-and-half she kept in the fridge for her morning coffee, but what would they drink it out of?

      They were so small, so helpless.

      Irritation warred with concern inside her as she typed “what to do if you find abandoned kittens” into the search bar on her phone. The top result was a YouTube video with the thumbnail of a woman with lavender hair holding a kitten about the size of the ones Eve had found. For lack of a better option, she pressed Play.

      “Hi, everyone. It’s your favorite kitten rescuer, Josie Swanson, here to tell you what to do if you find an abandoned kitten or litter of kittens,” the woman in the video said.

      Eve leaned back in her seat as the knot in her stomach loosened. This video might be exactly what she needed. Josie was pretty, with warm eyes and an endless smile. Eve had never been a fan of unnatural hair colors, but the lavender seemed to work for Josie, accentuating her bubbly personality.

      Unfortunately for Eve, the video mostly covered how to care for newborn kittens rather than where to take them. But, worst-case scenario, it might help her keep them alive through the night until she could drop them at the shelter in the morning.

      “The important thing to remember is to never bring a litter of orphaned kittens to an animal shelter,” Josie said, staring earnestly into the camera. “Most shelters aren’t staffed to care for bottle-fed babies and will have to euthanize them. The best thing to do is to reach out to local animal rescues and ask for their help. I’ve included a list of resources in the description below.”

      Well, this wasn’t good news, but that seemed to be the theme of Eve’s day. Then again, maybe she could find an animal rescue that would take the kittens tonight. She scrolled through the links below the video until she found a kitten rescue in New York City. According to the contact information, Josie herself ran it. Maybe Eve’s luck had turned. She’d give the kittens to Josie and be done. Josie would know exactly how to care for them. She had over a million subscribers and countless videos detailing all the kittens she’d saved.

      Eve clicked on the contact button and composed a quick message detailing her situation, adding URGENT to the subject line, because she wasn’t sure these kittens would survive another hour without intervention, let alone overnight. And as much as she needed to get to work and find a client for her replacement episode, she did not want a pile of dead kittens in her kitchen…or on her conscience.

      Not knowing what else to do, she rewatched Josie’s video while she waited. They’d need kitten formula, which she could apparently get at most pet stores. So much for the half-and-half in her fridge. She had just pulled up a list of local pet stores when her phone rang with an unknown Manhattan exchange.

      Eve connected the call. “Hello.”

      “Hi,” came the vivacious voice from the video. “This is Josie Swanson. You’ve found a litter of abandoned kittens?”

      “Yes,” Eve told her gratefully. “Someone dumped them in a trash can.”

      “It happens all the time, unfortunately,” Josie said. “About how old are they, if you had to guess?”

      “Newborn, maybe,” Eve said. “Their eyes are still shut, and I think their umbilical cords are still attached. Can I bring them to you tonight? I’m honestly not sure how long they’re going to survive otherwise.”

      “I’m so sorry, but I can’t take them. I’d be happy to meet you, show you how to care for them, and give you some supplies, though.”

      Eve’s stomach clenched in a combination of disappointment and frustration. She’d been so sure Josie was going to help her. She was tired and hungry, her feet ached, and she needed these kittens out of her apartment so she could get back to the mountain of work awaiting her. “I don’t understand. You run a kitten rescue. Why can’t you take them?”

      “I really wish I could, but I own a bar in Brooklyn, and we’re short-staffed at the moment. I’m tending bar twelve hours a day, and these guys will need round-the-clock care.”

      Eve bristled at the implication. “I work full-time too. I can’t keep them.”

      “Look, you’re in Manhattan, right?” Josie asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Tell you what. Bring them here. I’ll make some calls while you’re on your way and see if I can find someone to take them for you. If not, I can give you some formula and show you how to care for them, at least temporarily.”

      “Bring them to your bar?”

      “Yes,” Josie confirmed. “Sorry, but I’m working all night.”

      Eve’s entire body tensed, and her pulse quickened. She couldn’t handle walking into a bar, especially not tonight. Her gaze fell on the kittens. What choice did she have? But if she brought them to Josie’s bar, she was going to convince her to keep them, because there was no way Eve was bringing them back home with her. “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
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