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Chapter One
The day Carson Maxwell's world fell apart began quite nicely.
The alarm on the bedside table started to play a calming tune, the volume gradually increasing in tempo with the light that was becoming brighter. Carson opened her eyes, yawned, stretched, and sat up.
It was a rare treat to be at home.
She showered in her own shower, using full-sized bottles of product instead of hotel miniatures.
She had her pick of a row of designer suits from her closet, rather than depending on a suit bag and a dodgy dry-cleaning service.
She even allowed herself to choose a particularly daring pair of high heels, since she knew a day at headquarters wouldn't require that much walking.
In fact, by the time she left her minimalist apartment, travel mug of expensively brewed coffee in her hand, she was feeling chipper, confident, and content with the world.
Anyone looking at her could have seen that she was rich, powerful, ambitious, and ready to take on the week, which was what they were meant to see. Her short, dark hair was slicked back with gel, her leather briefcase hung from one hand, her cell phone was slipped discretely into her top jacket pocket.
She grinned at her own reflection as the elevator doors slid open and spat her out into the foyer.
The morning was bright and already warm.
“The world is ending!” cried out the normal crazy on the corner of fourth street as she waited for the light to change.
She rolled her eyes and looked away, traffic streaming past.
“Beware the end is nigh!” he called out again.
Except this time, just for a second, she'd been sure he'd said your. 'Beware your end is nigh.' Which didn't make any sense at all, so she dismissed the thought.
As if her end could be nigh.
Her end wasn't even in sight.
Her career trajectory had been so steep, so fast, she couldn't imagine ever slowing down. She hadn't even reached the peak of her performance yet. Another couple of years on the traveling team would really let her make her mark.
Then... Well, then she'd be happy to settle into a comfortable VP position and move on to the next planned section of her professional life. VP to President was the ideal, but she'd be willing to slide across to another company if she had to in order to make that leap.
Not that Schuler and Mason had been bad to her, far from it.
She was so busy thinking about this that she missed the next curb and scuffed the toe of her shoe on it.
For fuck's sake.
Focus, calm down, get to the office without falling on your ass, she told herself. And determinedly made the rest of the walk with her chin up and ignoring the millions of other people on the sidewalk.
Schuler and Mason smelled of money, which was fitting since they made quite a lot of it.
As soon as the lobby doors slid open Carson's mouth watered at the scent of it, watered at the idea of the numbers flying around the floors, the deals being made behind closed doors, the buying and selling channeling through the cables.
It definitely didn't occur to her that the next time she walked through the doors she'd be blinking hard and trying desperately not to embarrass herself by crying.
“Girl, you look like you just came back from Cabo,” Nichelle called out.
Carson smiled as she saw her colleague, competitor, and friend waiting by the glass elevator. “New Mexico, not Cabo,” she said.
“I swear, you're looking younger by the day.” Nichelle leaned in. “Tell me, do you feed on the restructuring? Suck down the closings? Is this like some weird vampire thing you've got going on?”
Carson snorted. “I'm an accountant.”
Nichelle lifted an eyebrow. “There some rule I don't know about that says accountants can't be vampires?”
“There's some rule that most adults know about that says vampires don't exist,” said Carson, as the elevator doors opened.
“Still, you're looking good,” said Nichelle as they both climbed in. “And since we're both in town together for once, what do you say to drinks tonight? My treat?”
“Sounds good. DeLuca's at eight?”
“Make it seven,” Nichelle said. Carson caught her eye. “I just got back from Florida, and frankly, I could use the alcohol.”
“What went down?”
“What do you know about marine rentals?” Nichelle asked.
And they disappeared into a world of office talk and numbers that would have meant nothing to the average person.
CARSON BREEZED PAST the assistant's desk, already preparing to ask for another coffee, her first now empty.
“Ms. Maxwell?” the girl stopped her.
Carson turned and tried to remember her name but honestly couldn't. She was in the office so little, and the assistant was shared between her and several other accountants. It was pointless having an assistant of her own, she so rarely needed one.
“Yes?”
“Mr. Mason has asked to see you. I was going to pencil him in as a three o'clock, we didn't expect you so early.”
Carson smiled at the girl. Mason was the only executive still working. Schuler had taken his money and run years ago, and privately, Carson was grooming herself to take Mason's position one day.
And it wasn't unusual for the man himself to want to congratulate her.
She checked her watch. “Is he free right now?”
The assistant clicked something on her computer, then nodded.
“Call his assistant and let him know I'm on my way.”
Carson dropped her briefcase off and then set off to Mason's office.
She was still bright and bouncy on the inside, fully expecting Mason to be more than complimentary about the job she'd done in New Mexico. The trading company she'd audited could definitely be turned around, and with the changes she'd recommended in her report Schuler and Mason could be making a fair amount of profit from their new acquisition by this time next year.
“Mr. Mason will see you now,” said a dark-haired assistant as Carson glided past.
She took a quick second to breathe slowly, to calm herself and wipe the satisfied smile off her face before she opened the door.
“Ah, Carson.”
It was something about the 'ah.' It wasn't happy enough, it didn't resound enough, something was off. Carson was immediately on her toes.
“Morning, sir,” she said, taking one of the big leather chairs in front of his desk. Best to tackle the bull horns first. “Something wrong?”
Yes, she was professional. Yes, she could seem cold. But that didn't mean she didn't have feelings. She definitely did. She'd just learned to bury them deep and not let them surface. Like the funny flip-flopping sensation in her stomach right now. She certainly wasn't about to let anyone know about that.
“New Mexico,” Mason said.
“You've received my report?”
He nodded and it was clear that the report wasn't the problem. So what was? Carson could taste coffee acrid in the back of her throat.
Mason sniffed and his white mustache wriggled. “Ms. Maxwell,” he began.
Carson just about threw up right there. He never called her that, ever.
“You do understand that your role in this company is an important one? You determine whether a new acquisition is viable or not, whether a factory has to close down or can be run at a profit, whether people lose their jobs or whether we expand an endeavor.”
Carson nodded and didn't trust herself to speak. She had no idea what was coming, no idea what was happening here.
“Therefore, it could be seen in the wrong light should you choose to... fraternize with employees of an acquisition.”
She almost laughed, breathing out a sigh of relief. A normal warning, someone from HR making sure all the boxes were ticked. She was absolutely definite that she hadn't fraternized with anyone. Whatever the word fraternized was supposed to mean here.
“Of course,” she said smoothly. “That's not a problem.”
She was expecting Mason to smile back. But he didn't. And her relief trickled away.
“There has been a report made,” Mason said, face grim. “You were seen to be, um, fraternizing, with a certain Samuel Fisher?”
Cold ice started creeping through Carson's veins. Sam Fisher. Of course. How could she have been so stupid? How could she possibly have thought that they were both adult enough to handle what had happened?
Her legs felt shaky and her mouth was dry.
“What happens now?” she asked.
Because she wasn't going to cry, she wasn't going to make excuses or justifications or anything else. Because she wasn't going to be a difficult woman, a reputation that would follow her for the rest of her career.
No.
She refused to give Fisher that much.
In the same way she'd refused to give Fisher anything else.
Mason cleared his throat. “You'll be based here in headquarters until HR have run a thorough investigation into what exactly happened,” he said. “After that, well, it rather depends on what that investigation uncovers.”
It took every molecule of strength that she had to stand up, thank Mason, and walk calmly from his office.
But she did it.
Because that's the kind of woman Carson Maxwell wanted people to see her as.
The kind of woman that was professional and confident and reasonable.
Even if her world was falling apart.



Chapter Two
The sound of someone imitating an ambulance siren made Katie slide the tray of instruments she was carrying onto the counter and rush out into the waiting room.
“Emergency, emergency,” Rob Lincoln called out in a fair version of a robot voice.
He was clutching a small child, who in turn was clutching a clump of paper towels to his head. Small fingers were already stained with blood and red-rimmed eyes showed that the kid had been crying.
“Is that Mikey Stillwater I can see under there?” Katie asked, heartbeat slowing a little as she realized there was no real urgency here.
The child nodded and sniffled.
“Have you been in the wars, Mikey?” she asked.
Another nod, another sniff.
“That's not even the half of it,” Rob said. “I heard there were pirates and rabid dogs, and there's a rumor there was a dragon involved.”
Mikey sniffed again, but a smile was tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Weren't no dragon,” he mumbled.
“You should know better than to believe everything you hear,” Katie said to Rob in mock disapproval. “And shouldn't you be off flying?”
“Already finished the morning goods run,” said the pilot. “Nothing on for the rest of the day. I was just heading home for a nap when I saw Sheena picking up this one. I offered to run him over here so she could get the rest of the tykes under control.”
Sheena was the local teacher, and the school was right across the street. It was a small school. Hell, it was a small street. Hartley wasn't a big town, but it was an isolated one, which was why the blonde, brawny pilot was necessary. His junked-up sea plane was even now bobbing on the water at the lake on the edge of town.
“So, what did happen?” Katie asked, stepping in closer.
“Fell,” Mikey said, eyes narrow and suspicious.
“You should tell Nurse Katie the truth,” Rob advised. “She's the one with the scalpels and the needles. I heard that the size of the needle you get is directly related to how honest she thinks you're being.”
“Rob,” Katie started, already scowling at him for scaring the kid further.
But Mikey had decided to come clean. “I was fighting and then Tammy-with-a-y pushed me and then I ran away and then I fell over 'cos I didn't tie my shoelaces even though Ms. Sheena told me I had to before break and then I hit my head on the trash can and then it was bleeding.”
He took a big shuddering breath and Katie thought she'd better step in before he started talking again. “Get him over into the first cubicle in there,” she said to Ron. “Let me take a look.”
Rob carried the boy over and laid him on the bed. Katie gently pried away Mikey's hand and then pulled off the paper towels. The cut looked clean and straight enough. She pulled a dressing from her tray and put it over the cut to mop up any stray bleeding.
“You'll have a nice scar,” she said. “But there's nothing serious. Let me get Doctor Donna to come check on it, then we'll get you all sewn up.”
“Did I hear my name?” Donna Ridgeway stuck her head around the corner. “Well, well, well, if it isn't Mikey Stillwater. Been fighting dragons again?”
Mikey snorted and Rob looked satisfied. “Can you just take a quick look at his cut?” Katie asked.
Donna angled the light to get a better view and gave Mikey's head a quick look-over. “Looks good and clean,” she said. “You okay with handling the stitches and dressing?”
“That's my job,” said Katie, grinning at her boss.
“You're in good hands, Mikey,” Donna said. “Nurse Katie does the best stitching in the state. Maybe even the country.”
“Really?” Mikey asked, eyes wide.
“For realz,” said Donna, disappearing back out of the curtain.
“Did you call his mom?” Katie asked Rob as she laid out the materials she needed.
Rob blew out a breath. “She's at work, got a new gig up at the canning factory. You know as well as I do that Rita Stillwater can't afford to miss a day of work. Not now that Donny's gone.”
Katie nodded. She shouldn't be doing this without parental consent, but she knew that Rob was right, that Donna would cover her ass, and that this was all part of living in a small town. They looked after each other. It's just what people did.
“He won't be able to go back to school after this,” she told Rob.
Mikey's face brightened at the thought.
“He won't?”
“He's got a head wound, he's going to need someone to keep an eye on him for the rest of the day, and Sheena can't do that with thirty other kids to take care of.”
Thirty kids that ranged in age from four to twelve.
“Then looks like it's you and me, kiddo,” Rob said.
“You sure? We can keep him here.” She bit her lip, thinking of all the trouble energetic little Mikey could get into in a clinic.
“Nah, he can come help me spruce the plane up a bit, get some cleaning done. He can sit in the pilot seat and supervise, right, Mikey?”
The boy nodded enthusiastically and the dressing slipped off his head. Katie shrugged and got down to work, the sooner this was stitched up, the sooner Mikey could be off on his adventure with Rob.
She was just finishing up when Donna stuck her head around the curtain again.
“Olive's in for her shot,” she said.
“Be right there,” said Katie. Then, louder: “Be right there, Olive!”
“No hurry,” came a voice from the next cubicle. “I've got all day.”
Katie slapped a large band-aid over the edge of the dressing and grinned. “All done,” she said.
“Let's get out of here then, kiddo,” said Rob.
“Keep an eye on him. Any sign of nausea or unusual sleepiness, bring him right back here,” Katie told him. “I'll get on to his mom around lunchtime and try and catch her on break. I'll let her know what happened and that he's with you.”
“Perfect,” Rob grinned. “Now, your chariot awaits.”
He bent down so that Mikey could climb onto his back and then the two of them set off out of the clinic. Katie smiled as she pulled off her gloves and disposed of the sharp needles she'd used in the appropriate container.
When everything was cleaned up, she went on through to the other cubicle, where Olive Renley was waiting for her regular arthritis shot.
“You know, I could teach you to do these shots yourself, Olive,” Katie said. “Save you the trip over.”
“Then where would I get my gossip?” Olive grinned, wrinkles making her eyes almost disappear. “No thank you, I'm perfectly happy here with you. Now tell me, how's your love life?”
“In Hartley?” Katie said. “If there's ever anyone single and available I'll let you know. I don't even require a full limb-count at this point.”
Olive laughed and Katie flicked at the little glass bottle of medication before drawing some out.
“Just a little prick,” she said.
And Olive laughed at the innuendo just like she did every week.
BY THE TIME she got home, she was dead on her feet. But in a good way. She kicked off her shoes and cast her eyes over her tiny apartment. It was clean and tidy, except for a stack of books, notes and study guides on the table by the couch.
The book-pile stared at her for a second, making her feel guilty, then she shrugged it off.
There'd be time to study later. She definitely deserved a sit down and a meal first.
The fridge was almost empty and she'd really need to put an order in at the store on her way to work tomorrow. That or eat at the diner for the rest of the week.
Her stomach grumbled at the thought and she was just about to say 'screw it' and put her shoes back on to head out for some over-easy eggs on toast when the phone rang.
“Katie Robinson.”
“I know who I'm calling,” Donna's voice crackled. “Do you get many calls from people who don't?”
Katie sighed. “Haven't I literally just seen you? What could you possibly have to call me about?”
“You left before I got through my inbox,” Donna said. “I got an email, it's probably nothing, but I thought you should know.”
“What's probably nothing?” Katie asked, an icy feeling settling in her stomach.
“It's the clinic,” said Donna. “It's been bought out by some company. Like I said, it's probably nothing and it'll probably change nothing, I just thought you should know. We'll be getting business cards with different headers, I guess, and I suppose it'll change the names we put on insurance forms. But not much else.”
She was probably right. Probably. But Katie couldn't shake the icy feeling. Little cold fingers crept up her spine.
“Who bought us?” she asked, more because she needed something to say than she actually wanted to know.
“Never heard of them,” answered Donna. “Place called Schuler and Mason.”



Chapter Three
“I wasn't sure you were going to come,” Nichelle said as Carson dropped her purse on the table and sat down.
“Neither was I,” said Carson. She crossed her legs. “So, you've heard?”
“I heard that you took a personal day and disappeared from the office.” Nichelle paused then sighed. “And yes, I heard all the rest too.”
“Everyone knows?”
Nichelle nodded. “Went around the place like wildfire. You're the golden child, you can't be surprised that people are talking. What's that whole thing about 'the bigger they are, the harder they fall'?”
Carson held up a finger and a waiter stopped by the table. “Russian Standard, Gold if you have it, make it a double, no ice.”
“Going for the serious stuff, huh?” Nichelle turned to the waiter. “Hell, make it two.”
Carson could feel the tears threatening again and she really, really didn't want to cry. She'd given herself an hour of crying and then had spent the rest of the afternoon trying to figure out what the hell she was going to do.
The only reason she'd shown up was because she was damned if she could come up with a plan of her own. Maybe Nichelle had some words of wisdom.
Drinks arrived quickly, and they clinked glasses. But Nichelle didn't drink, she spun her glass in circles on the table instead.
“You want to know if I did it,” Carson said.
Nichelle took a deep breath and stopped playing with her glass. “We've never really talked, you and I, about why we're friends. I'm assuming that's what we are, right?”
Carson nodded. It wasn't like she could say no. Besides, she liked Nichelle.
“I mean, we're competitors, at the end of the day, we're both in the same field, the same company, we vie for the same projects and the same promotions. I should probably hate you. Or envy you. Or something.”
She didn't know where this was going, so she took an ice-cold sip of vodka and let it burn down her throat.
“The truth is, I like you. Always have. I like your attitude, I like your ambition, I recognize a fellow ball-buster when I meet one, and I'm not going to be the kind of woman that brings another woman down just to get ahead.”
Carson smiled a little. “The feeling's mutual,” she said, a faint feeling of relief in her stomach. She did like Nichelle. She was glad there wasn't going to be crowing over her downfall.
“Plus, there's no point to a competition without a worthy competitor, right?” Nichelle grinned.
“Right.”
“So, in answer to your question that wasn't really a question, no, I don't want to know whether you did it. I know that you didn't do it. There's no way that you're stupid enough to fuck someone that could fuck your career path. Excuse the language.”
“Duly excused,” Carson smirked.
“I would like to know what happened though, if you'd like to tell me.”
Carson sighed. She'd gone over and over things in her head and no matter which way she looked at it, the situation well and truly sucked.
“It's not complicated,” she said. “Sam Fisher is a slug with wandering hands.”
“Figured as much,” said Nichelle, finally drinking. “He the boss down there in New Mexico?”
“VP,” Carson said. “He was friendly and helpful, couldn't do enough to make the audit easier. Then one night we were working late in one of the big meeting rooms—”
“And he made a pass,” Nichelle finished.
“Put his big, old meaty hand right up my skirt,” Carson agreed.
Nichelle nodded. “You could have had him right there for sexual harassment,” she pointed out.
“Yeah, but—”
“But you know well enough that you don't want to get a reputation as a trouble-maker, besides which these things happen every day and someone tries it on at least every other project, right?”
Carson finally, fully smiled. “Right. All part of the job, no?”
“Can't say I wish things weren't different. So you think this is some kind of revenge?”
“What else can it be?” Carson said.
She'd handled things delicately. She'd been polite, told Fisher she wasn't interested, hadn't informed him that she wasn't attracted to him, definitely hadn't told him that he had the wrong gender identity for her tastes. She'd done what she'd done every other time this situation had arisen.
And she'd thought it worked. He'd been polite right on back, he hadn't pushed the issue, he hadn't demanded anything, he'd gone right back to the paperwork.
“Could someone else have seen and got the wrong idea?” Nichelle asked.
“There wasn't a soul in the building.” She'd gone over and over the evening. She was sure no one else had been there. “I pissed him off by turning him down and now he's getting his revenge.”
“If nothing happened then there's nothing for HR to find out about.”
Carson snorted. “Right. But the stain is already on my record, isn't it? It's his word against mine.”
“You haven't told anyone else?”
“What's the point? Like I said, it's his word against mine.”
Nichelle gestured to the waiter to re-fill their glasses, then she leaned forward. “You listen to me,” she said. “You're stuck now, I get it. You start telling other people you look like you're being defensive. You did the right thing by staying quiet, a sucky thing, an unfair thing, but it's exactly what I'd have done in your position. And I don't think things are quite as bad as you think.”
Carson let the waiter replace her drink and took a sip from the new one. “Like hell they're not,” she said. “I'm under investigation, grounded, stuck at headquarters until HR decides what to do with me.”
“Look, you know as well as I do that you're only as good as your last audit. You make the company money, or save it money, and they love you. You don't and you're out on your ear. You get yourself a new project and everyone other than some little creep in HR will forget about everything else.”
“Like I said, stuck at headquarters, off the rotation,” Carson said.
“You might not be,” said Nichelle. She clicked long fingernails on the tabletop.
“Bullshit.” It wasn't fair to give her false hope. Maybe Nichelle wasn't quite the friend she was pretending to be. Carson bit her lip, trying to decide what was happening.
“Ever heard of Illian Medical?” Nichelle asked.
Carson shook her head.
“No reason you should have. It was a small medical holding company, owned a few clinics and small-town hospitals here and there. They went bankrupt at the end of last year, and their holdings were broken up and auctioned off a couple of months ago.”
“Is there a point here?” Carson asked, swilling her drink around her glass.
“Schuler and Mason picked up one of their small clinics. Your guess is as good as mine as to why. Maybe they're looking to franchise it out to other small towns, maybe they want to sell off the property and make a bomb, maybe it was just a good deal. Either way, the company is now the owner of the clinic.”
“Okay,” Carson asked, thoroughly confused now.
“The clinic needs an audit,” said Nichelle.
“And I'm off the rotation,” said Carson once more.
“Ah, but what if you didn't have to be? See, there's exactly no one else willing, ready, or able to go up and do this audit. They've been looking for someone for weeks, they even tried to fob it off on that new intern, but no one will do it.”
It wasn't especially unusual for project managing accountants to turn down projects, especially if they were as busy as Carson usually was and Nichelle always was. But an intern?
“You get on up there, get the audit done, do a stellar job and by the time you get back here, everyone but aforementioned HR creep has forgotten about anything else and you're back to being a rising star.”
Carson sat back, uncrossed and re-crossed her legs. She couldn't fault the logic. Nichelle was probably right. She was only as good as her last project. And if nothing else, it would be good to get out of town and away from the gossip and back to work.
But there was a problem.
“What's the catch?” she asked.
Nichelle tried to look innocent and failed miserably. “What catch?”
Carson rolled her eyes. “No one else wants the job, why?”
Again with the clicking of the fingernails on the table. “Honestly?” Nichelle said. “Because it's in some shit-hole in the back-end-of-beyond. As in, you gotta either drive for twenty four hours or get dropped in by seaplane. As in, there's literally nothing but this one small town for miles and miles in every direction.”
Christ, it sounded horrific. Carson's stomach clenched. “There's no way they'd let me do it.”
Nichelle shrugged. “I've already told them you're willing to go. Told Mason that the troops were gossiping and it'd be better to get you out of the firing line so everyone can concentrate on their jobs. And I told scheduling that you were their only chance of getting the job done unless they were willing to go up there themselves.”
“But HR—” Carson started.
“Have given their full permission for you to go. Or at least they did once I pointed out that the sole two employees of the clinic are both women and there was no way to get yourself into trouble.” She grinned and Carson couldn't help but grin back. Nichelle was very aware of her sexuality.
“It's a plan,” she said, slowly.
“It's a good plan,” Nichelle said. “It's your best hope. Go in there with all guns firing, do your job, come back covered in glory, and you'll be back on track. At least the way I see it.”
Carson downed the rest of her drink in one gulp. Her eyes watered slightly as she put the glass down. “Where is this place?”
“Hartley,” Nichelle said.
“Never heard of it,” answered Carson.



Chapter Four
“But what do you think is going to happen?” Katie persisted.
Donna sighed. “Seriously, Kat, I have no idea.”
Katie looked down at her fingernails. “I just don't get how a place like a hospital can be bought.”
“We all need funding, my love. That's just the way things are. This isn't a situation we can control. And I'm starving. Want a Pop Tart?”
Donna got up and Katie trailed her to the tiny kitchen behind the waiting room. “You think they'll fire us?”
There was the sound of hollow laughter as Donna ducked her head into a cupboard to find the promised Pop Tarts. “Who the hell else are they going to find to work in a clinic in the middle of nowhere?”
“Hartley is beautiful,” Katie said, leaning up against the doorframe.
“It's alright for you, you chose to live here.” Foil crinkled as Donna opened a package.
“So did you, in the end anyway. And Hartley is beautiful. The views, the mountains, the lakes, I'm sure tons of people would like to come and work here.”
“Yeah, as is clearly evident from the massive throngs of tourists knocking on our doors with sunstroke and twisted ankles and tick bites,” Donna said sarcastically. “Waiting room still empty, is it?”
“Yeah, yeah, okay. Maybe you're right.”
She was right. Hartley was the back-end-of-beyond. Which was part of the reason Katie liked it so much, she supposed. It was a small community, but a tight-knit one, and she didn't particularly miss going to the mall or getting stuck in traffic or any one of a hundred other things.
“I am right,” Donna said. “You're going to keep your job as long as this place stays open, don't worry about it. Hey, we might even get a raise.”
“You might get a raise, doctor.”
“If I wanted a raise I'd head down to a city hospital. I'm quite fine where I am, thank you very much.”
“You never wanted to get out of Hartley?” Katie asked, accepted a Pop Tart and blowing on it as it scorched her fingers.
“I did go to med school,” Donna reminded her. “And then I came right back home because this place needs a doctor and old Doc Carter was retiring and I didn't think I'd get another chance.” She paused for a second. “Besides, my mom was getting sick and I wanted to be here.”
Katie bit her lip, she'd forgotten that Donna had nursed her mother. It had been a year or so before she'd moved to town.
“What about you?” asked Donna. “You don't have any plans to leave?”
“Nope.” Hell no. Hartley was pretty and clean and safe, and the best place she'd ever lived. Which was saying something since she'd been bounced around all over.
“Come on, a pretty young thing like you, you don't want to go where there's more action? Parties? People?”
“Nope.”
“Girl kind of people. You know, the kind of people that might be willing to get naked and do something more exciting than the town knit-a-thon?”
Katie took a big bite of her Pop Tart and then regretted it as the burning jam scalded all the way down.
Donna laughed. “Take your time there, or you'll be in need of my services and I'll be out a nurse. Can't run this place single-handedly. Didn't realize talking girlfriends was going to be so traumatic.”
“It's not traumatic,” sniffed Katie, wiping at her eyes. “It's just... well, non-existent, I suppose. There's no one in town and it's not like we get tons of outsiders.”
“It's not like we get none either,” said Donna. She grinned. “It's the start of summer, baby. This could be your year. If you're gonna snag one of those hoards of tourists...”
Katie cleared her throat. “You mean if I'm gonna snag one of the four people we're likely to see over the next three months.” The ones weird or driven enough to put up with the humid stickiness and massive mosquitoes.
“It's your year,” said Donna. “I feel it in my bones.”
“Such a scientific thing to say.”
Donna waggled her bushy dark eyebrows and Katie laughed.
“What say you come over tonight and we get some studying done?” Donna said.
“Sounds good,” Katie started.
But she was interrupted by shouts from the front.
“Doc! Doc!”
She and Donna almost got stuck in the door trying to get out at the same time.
“Doc! He's dying!”
“I'll be the judge of that,” Donna said, bursting out of the break room and hurrying to the front.
Katie held back and let the doctor go first, observing and waiting to see what was needed.
Three men, she knew them all. Dan and Frank Haliday, brothers, were holding Jake Messner between them. Jake's face was gray, his eyes heavy-lidded and tilting her head Katie could see a pulse beating in his neck, could actually see the movement of the skin.
Her hands were reaching for the phone even before Donna started talking.
“Chopper, now,” Donna barked. “You two, get him to that cubicle.”
“He was just talking,” Frank Haliday said. “We was just sitting at the diner like always, chewing the fat and he was just talking.”
“Then he started choking,” put in Dan. “And we laughed at him. We damn well laughed. Made fun of him.”
“Didn't look serious,” said Frank. “It weren't until he started turning blue that we thought it wasn't right, he wasn't right.”
There was a rattling and a bump as they deposited Jake onto the bed. Katie had already dialed the number, was already waiting for her call to be directed.
“What is it, doc?” came Dan's voice.
The skin color, the pulse in his neck, the suddenness of it all. Add in Jake's age, his weight, a beer belly spilling over his belt, and the fact that he'd been downing black coffee and greasy eggs and bacon at two in the afternoon, and the diagnosis wasn't a tough one.
Three months ago she'd warned him about his blood pressure, and three months ago he'd laughed her off and told her that the pills made him pee every half hour and he was done taking them.
She'd followed up, sure she had, but he was a stubborn old thing and there was only so much she could do.
“Air ambulance,” she said as soon as the operator picked up. “Hartley.”
“We got one twenty minutes away that we can re-route,” said the operator.
“Perfect. Heart attack, fifty something year old male, just came in. We're trying to stabilize him now.”
“Let us know if the situation changes.”
Which meant, let us know if he dies before we can get there, Katie thought, grimly. “Will do. Thanks.”
TWENTY FIVE MINUTES later as she and Donna wheeled the stretcher back up the bumpy street to the clinic, Katie finally allowed herself to relax.
“That was a close one.”
Donna grunted. “He'll make it. This time. Maybe he won't be so hard-headed about his pills once he gets home.”
“Maybe,” Katie said, but privately thought he probably wouldn't be. Jake Messner was nothing if not stubborn.
Then she stopped.
“Woah,” cried Donna, clutching at the stretcher as it tried to roll back downhill. “What're you doing?”
She could still hear the steady thumping of the helicopter blades as the flight took off, taking Jake away to the closest cardiac unit.
“This is why we need the clinic,” she said. “Without the clinic people will die. Without you here, without the kind of first aid and treatment you, we, offer, people like Jake will die. They'll never make it as far as the next hospital.”
“Which is exactly why they won't close us down,” Donna said, pushing at the stretcher. “Come on, lend a hand here, I can't push this damn thing by myself. Another minute and both I and it are going to be rolling back down into the lake and I've already showered once today.”
Katie grinned automatically and started pushing again.
She was out of sorts. The thought of losing this, the home she'd chosen, the only home she'd ever really had, truth be told, was upsetting her. Without the clinic, without her job, there was no way she could stay in Hartley.
“It's going to be fine,” said Donna. “Whoever bought the place, they can't be idiots. They're sending someone to do an evaluation, some kind of audit, and it'll be clear as day that the community needs a clinic. Stop worrying.”
“An audit?” Katie said, the words filling her with horror.
“Not like the IRS, someone who works for the company. Some boring man in a gray suit who you can charm. It'll be fine. Now get to pushing. If I get a hernia here then you'll have to start playing doctor.”
Katie smiled again and together they pushed the stretcher all the way back to the clinic.



Chapter Five
The tiny plane buzzed and shuddered as it landed and Carson clutched onto the sides of her seat with a sick feeling in her stomach.
If this was how she was going to die, she really, really wished that she's worn different shoes. The three-inch Louboutin heels looked good, but they pinched her toes. She didn't want to die with aching toes.
Mountains towered around them, an ice-blue lake stretching out beneath the plane. A lake that was getting closer and closer. Carson squeezed her eyes shut. The plane bounced. She shrieked, and then the plane began to slow.
“You alright back there, ma'am?”
Carefully, she opened one eye.
Two legs, two arms, she seemed mostly intact. She glanced out of the window.
The plane was bobbing gently at the edge of the lake. Yeah. A seaplane. She knew that. She'd just momentarily forgotten in her panic that she'd seen the big floats instead of wheels. Or that Rob, the big pilot, had pointed out that they'd be landing on water when he'd introduced himself.
Panic does strange things.
“Perfectly fine,” she said now, as crisply as she was able.
He grinned, showing off fine white teeth. “Let's get you out then.”
He opened the cockpit door and jumped down before leaning in to open the door next to her. A big hand was offered up.
Carson almost took it without thinking. But then she remembered. Less friendly. No screw ups. Certainly no fraternizing. Or anything that could be misconstrued as fraternizing. The guy was only a pilot, but still, it seemed safer to make the habit.
So she held onto the metal edge of the doorway and half-jumped, half-fell out of the aircraft. And she heard a squelch.
Her heart sank.
Looking down she saw the three-inch heel of a very expensive Louboutin pump sinking slowly down into the mud.
“What size shoes you wear?” Rob asked.
The question was so out of thin air that she answered without thinking. “Eight.”
“I'll bring you up some hiking boots in the goods run tomorrow morning,” he said. And she didn't have time to say anything about never wanting to wear a pair of hiking boots or not staying long enough to need them or anything else, before he was unloading her luggage from the rear of the plane.
She looked around.
Sky. A lot of sky. Enough sky that she wondered where it had all been hiding for the last thirty years or so of her life.
And heat.
And humidity.
A slight breeze blew off the lake but her silk shirt was already sticking to her back and she could feel her face starting to glow and sweat. She wiped the back of her hand against her forehead.
“Yeah, gets sweatier than a gnat's armpit up here in the summer,” Rob said, coming back with her suitcase. “Only gonna get worse from here on out until September or so.”
Wonderful. She swallowed, eyes roving the coast of the lake, trying to find any sign of the town she was supposed to be in.
“Come on then,” said Rob, hitching up her suitcase.
He set off up a trail through the trees and since she didn't have any choice in the matter, Carson followed him. All the time wondering just what the hell she'd gotten herself into.
A little way up-bank the trees ended and she could see a battered looking pick-up sitting on a crescent of gravel.
“Right you are,” said Rob. He strode up to the pick-up, its red paint flaking and rusty, and flung her suitcase into the back. Then reached into his pocket and tossed something at her.
She didn't catch whatever it was. The set of keys clattered to the ground and she must have looked confused because Rob laughed.
“You'll need those to drive this,” he said.
“To drive...” Her voice trailed off.
To drive this. This... hulk.
Yes, she'd hired a car. Yes, she'd asked for something sturdy, she didn't want break downs, after all. But this...
“Uh, there's been some misunderstanding,” she said. “I didn't order this, I didn't—”
Rob was laughing again, not in an unkind way, but in a 'aren't city girls hilarious' kind of way that prickled at her skin.
“You wanted a car?” he asked.
She nodded mutely.
“Then this'll be it. The one and only vehicle in Hartley that goes for spare. It belongs to old Art up in one of the hill cabins, but since his son got him a new Toyota he's been keeping this one for spare. Lends it out to anyone who needs it, as and when.”
She should have known when she couldn't find a Hertz or an Avis online, she'd asked the assistant in the office to deal with the accommodation and car issues when she lost patience with the search herself. She groaned and picked up the keys.
“Don't worry,” Rob said. “She's sound as a bell and she'll get you where you need to go. Just follow the road up and take the first right. When you see the yellow mailbox take the second drive after and you'll find Ellen's place alright.”
He was already backing off into the woods, anxious to unload the rest of the plane and Carson let him go. The last thing she wanted was someone watching as she attempted to drive this ancient wreck of a truck.
It was just as well she loved her job.
A spiderweb stretched across the windshield.
But this was really pushing the limit.
She swallowed down her anxiety and slid the key into the ignition. What the hell had her life become?
✽✽✽
 
“Awesome eggs, Trudy,” Katie said, depositing her clean plate on the diner counter and sliding it across.
“You say that every morning,” Trudy said, collecting the plate.
“'Cos every morning it's true,” beamed Katie.
“Just put your money in the register, I'm taking these plates back.”
Katie grinned and pulled a ten out of her back pocket. She was just sliding it into the cash register when the door opened, a little bell ringing. Trudy came bustling back and Katie took a step away just in time to almost collide with the woman coming through the door.
“Jeez, sorry about that,” she said, turning.
Then she lost her words for a second.
The woman was tall, dark hair sleek and slicked back like an otter. Her eyes glowed green over sharp cheekbones, a smattering of tiny freckles over her nose. Katie dragged her eyes downward to see a very unsuitable suit and a pair of muddy heels and she snapped back up to the face.
“Caffeine,” the woman was saying to Trudy. “The biggest take-out cup you've got. And I'm going to need some directions.”
Katie cocked her head so she could get a look out of the window to where Art's old red truck was parked skewed half-on and half-off the sidewalk.
“You from out of town?” she said, mouth automatically asking the question without much thought.
“What gave it away?” said the woman.
“Well, your shoes are pretty impractical,” Katie couldn't help but say.
One delicate eyebrow raised. “So I've heard.”
That eyebrow.
Katie's heart started to beat a little harder. She grinned and couldn't seem to stop herself. “Rough flight in?”
“Something like that,” said the woman, and now she was rummaging in what looked like a very expensive purse for some change to give Trudy.
Katie was about to step away, but she found she couldn't. She found that she liked looking at this woman, that she wanted to see more of this woman that... She grinned even wider. That she was attracted.
Hell, it'd been so long since she'd seen a single, good-looking woman that she'd forgotten what that feeling was. She almost laughed.
Still though, she was about to go, she had to get to work and this lady needed directions and then she stopped.
Why not?
Her heartbeat felt funny and the woman was attractive and she was right here, what harm could asking do? It wasn't like opportunities abounded in Hartley.
She cleared her throat and crossed her fingers. “Hey, uh, my name's Katie.” D'uh. Great start, really smooth. She coughed and tried again. “If you, um, if you want someone to show you around town, I'd be happy to. Not that town's that big, I mean, uh, well, if you wanted coffee or dinner or something or you were at a loose end...”
She was running out of breath and her throat was tickling again and finally, she had to cough so she stopped.
The delicate eyebrow arched again. Katie's heart flip-flopped.
“Actually, I'm not going to be in town for long,” the woman said. “But thank you.”
Jesus. Katie didn't know if she was relieved or disappointed.
But at least she'd tried, at least she hadn't let the opportunity go. She managed a smile and could feel Trudy's eyes on her and knew that this was going to be the gossip of the town an hour from now.
“Right, sure,” she said. “Uh, yeah, no problem. Let me know if you change your mind.”
There was a slight pause. A tingling sensation was in the air. Katie thought the woman was going to look away, but she didn't and Katie didn't either and suddenly the look had gone on too long and was weirdly addictive and uncomfortable.
“Yes,” the woman said, finally. “Yes. I'll let you know.”
Katie's heart decided just to quit and sensible thoughts leaked out of her brain.
“Shouldn't you be getting to work?” Trudy asked from behind the register.
Katie nodded, smiled, backed away, and finally managed to stumble out of the diner without further embarrassment.
She groaned to herself as she crossed the street toward the clinic.
Eugh. At least she had a story for Donna while they ate their morning Pop Tarts. Maybe she'd see the funny side of this.



Chapter Six
Carson watched the blonde walk away and cursed herself for even thinking about taking her up on her offer.
The initial reaction was a big, fat, yes. The woman was slim, with bright blue eyes and long blonde hair that was just the right kind of messy. Carson knew damn well when she was being hit on and in any other place, at any other time, would have jumped at the chance to get to know the woman.
Even now, she still might.
Maybe.
If the planets aligned and everything fell into place, which they wouldn't and it wouldn't, but it was a mark of just how attractive she found the woman that she'd been unable to give her a flat-out no.
“Excuse me?”
Carson tore her eyes away from a rounded backside in tight cut-offs and back to the woman behind the counter.
“That'll be a buck fifty for the coffee,” the woman said.
“What?”
“A buck fifty.”
Carson frowned and held out the ten she'd gotten from her purse. A buck fifty for coffee? What was this? 1953? Who the hell sold coffee for a buck fifty?
“And you'll be looking for Ellen's place,” the woman said, taking the ten and making change. “Turn that corner right outside and look for the yellow mailbox, it's the second driveway after that. You can't miss it, mostly because it says 'Ellen's Place' in big letters on a sign right where you turn.”
“Right,” Carson said, taking her change and wondering if she'd accidentally walked into some fifties sit-com. “Right. Thanks.”
“You have a good day now,” the woman said and turned to serve another customer.
THE ROOM AT least was clean and neat, though there was a distinct lack of the usual amenities that Carson expected from a hotel.
“Can I get a wake up call?” she asked, looking back at the older woman that she assumed was the Ellen of 'Ellen's Place'.
“Oh, bless you,” the woman laughed. “I'll wake you up if you like, dear, but this is no fancy hotel. No, I just let out this room on occasion when someone needs it. My boy's gone now, all grown up, so no one's using the place and it seems a shame to let it go empty when there's a body wanting a bed.”
Carson took a breath, but there was no interrupting.
“But I can get you meals in if you like, you just let me know the day before if you'll be wanting dinner or not, and of course, there's always breakfast available. You help yourself in the kitchen, it's just down the hall, you passed it on the way in. Oh, and here's a key for you.”
“Thank you,” Carson managed to break in as she took the key.
But Ellen wasn't done. Her gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she was thin and bony so that Carson could see the veins in her hands.
“And there's anything else you need then all you need to do is ask. Just let me know and we'll get you set up good. You'll find that Hartley's a good place, the folk here are good-hearted and kind, and we look after strangers as well as our own. What is it you said you were doing here, dear?”
“I didn't,” said Carson, reluctant for some reason to tell the woman. Maybe because it was none of her damn business.
“Oh, I see, well, what about a little snack then, dear, what do people call it? Brunch? Perhaps there's some eggs, if not, I can go on down and see if Glen's got any at the shop, he probably does, though usually it's best to order the day before and then Rob picks up what we need in the plane in the morning.”
“No!” The word came out more loudly and harshly than she'd intended. But at least it gave her a chance to join the conversation. “No, thank you. I, uh, I need to be getting on, the morning's half over already. Thank you, I appreciate the room and all the help. But for now, I really do need to get going.”
Jesus, Ellen was rubbing off on her. If she spent any longer in her company then she wouldn't be able to stop talking herself.
“Alright, dear, well you let me know if you want some dinner tomorrow. I wasn't sure when to expect you, but I can get something in from the diner tonight if you like?”
“Whatever is easiest for you,” said Carson, anxious to get the woman out of the room. “Thank you, thank you.” She managed to back her toward the door and usher her out, closing the door and leaning back on it with relief.
Screw a fifties sit-com. This was turning more and more into an episode of The Twilight Zone.
THE CLINIC SMELLED exactly as she'd expected it to. Disinfectant with a strange undertone that she had a feeling she didn't want to identify.
Medical audits weren't generally her thing, which was just as well since she was already feeling the itch of germs in the air. But needs must, and she was going to do this and do it well. She'd already decided on the three separate flights it had taken her to get here that she wasn't going to complain.
She was going to excel.
Then she was going to go home and excel some more until everyone forgot about anything except the fact that she excelled. Period.
“Hello?” She leaned across what she assumed was a reception desk. “Anyone here?”
Hardly the best start. An unattended clinic.
Her job was about more than just numbers, though the accounts would be thoroughly examined. There was a personal element too, a subjective part of the job that she had a real knack for. She could tell, usually, whether a business was a good, going concern or not, whether it would succeed or fail.
“What's the emergency?” asked a voice. A spiky dark-haired woman stuck her head around the door from the backroom. She was holding a Pop Tart in one hand.
“Emergency?” Carson asked.
“Yeah, 'what's the emergency' 'cos this is a clinic, get it?” chortled the woman. She slid fully into the space behind the counter. “At least you're walking wounded. What can I help you with? You need a prescription or you want to go take a seat in that cubicle over there?”
Carson took a breath and wondered what exactly it was about this little town that made the people never stop speaking. Maybe it was something in the water. “Excuse me,” she said. “But who exactly are you?”
The woman grinned. “Donna Ridgeway. Folks around here call me Doctor Donna, so you're in good hands, nothing to worry about. Why don't we get you in a cubicle and—”
“That won't be necessary,” Carson said quickly.
“Just a prescription then?” asked Donna, firing up a computer. “Not a problem, just show me your old 'scrip and I'll—”
“I'm from Schuler and Mason,” Carson practically shouted.
The doctor's hands hovered over the keyboard as she tilted her head to look at Carson. “Why didn't you say?”
“I've been trying to,” Carson said.
“Well, you're very welcome. Everything's at your disposal, we certainly want to cooperate in every way possible,” the doctor said. “We weren't expecting you so soon, but it doesn't matter. Why don't you just tell me what you need and we'll get you started. There's a desk with a computer back in the break room if you need some place to work?”
“No,” Carson said, relieved that the conversation was back under her control. “Thank you, but I usually find it easier to pop in and out, taking what I need and observing, then going back to my own computer and writing up my reports in the quiet.”
No. Seriously. She had to stop talking so much. Two hours in town and she couldn't shut herself up.
“Whatever you like, whatever works for you,” Doctor Donna said. “Like I said, we're here to help you in any way possible. Feel free to ask for anything or to pick my brains if you need help with any of the medical jargon.”
“Thank you,” Carson said, experimenting with a smile that felt way too forced, but at this point she was way too exhausted to care much. “If I could just get access to your accounting system for now, that should give me a good place to start.”
“Sure, sure,” the doctor said. “Got everything except the current year backed up onto flash drives, so I'll get you a copy of those, and then...” She paused for a second in the doorway. “Hold on, you'd better meet the rest of the staff.”
“Oh, I really don't—” began Carson.
But Doctor Donna was already shouting. “Katie! You about done with Olive in there?”
“Coming,” said a voice from behind a curtain in one of the small cubicles.
“Really,” Carson tried again. “I don't need to meet everyone just yet, I—”
“Psh, there's no everyone,” the doctor said. “It's just me and Nurse Katie here. Speaking of whom.”
A curtain moved and Carson turned around just in time to see the blonde from the diner walk into the waiting room.



Chapter Seven
“So, let me get this straight, you actually hit on her?”
Katie hung her head and nodded.
“In the diner. In front of half the town.”
She nodded again.
“And now she turns out to be the auditor sent by the company that's bought the clinic.”
With a sigh, she nodded for the third time. “That about sums things up.”
Donna laughed. “You know, I don't think I've ever seen anything go so wrong, so fast, well done there.”
“In my defense,” said Katie. “I didn't know we were expecting an auditor to show up today.”
“Neither did I,” put in Donna.
“Yeah, but according to you, she was supposed to be a boring man in a gray suit that I was going to be able to charm.”
Donna threw the rest of her stuff into her tote bag. “Well, look at it this way, maybe you've already charmed her?”
Katie shucked off her scrubs top and pulled on a tank. The chance would be a fine thing. Carson Maxwell hadn't exactly looked charmed. Slightly annoyed, possibly, but not charmed. On the other hand, she hadn't closed down the possibility completely either, which confused her.
Not that it was going to be an issue now, of course, now that she knew who the woman was.
She closed her eyes for a second and remembered the leap of excitement she'd felt when she'd pushed through the cubicle curtain into the waiting room and seen the leggy, dark-haired woman standing there talking to Donna.
For an instant she was sure that she'd changed her mind, that Carson had come looking for her, that they were going to grab dinner at the diner, take a walk down to the lake...
And then Donna had introduced her properly and neither one of them had said a word about what had happened at the diner.
Not that Carson didn't know. Obviously, she did. But her face had turned to stone and she hadn't even offered to shake Katie's hand. Which meant some kind of line had been crossed and even though Katie didn't think she should be blamed for crossing it, she was still worried that it might have some impact on Carson's decisions about the clinic.
“You're over-thinking things,” Donna said now. “I can tell by the look on your face. Stop. You hit on a hot woman at the diner. The only mistake I see there is doing it at the diner, given that Trudy's the biggest gossip in town.”
“Thanks.” Katie slung her bag over her shoulder.
“No worries. As for the rest of it, so what? You took a chance and it didn't work out. But you never know until you try.”
Katie bit her lip, then looked up at Donna. “But what if... what if it affects the way she evaluates the clinic,” she said, speaking her worst fear out loud and realizing it sounded kind of pathetic.
Donna grinned. “You think you offended the woman so bad that she's going to close down an entire clinic? Jeez, you must be a blast at speed-dating. It's fine. You're both a little embarrassed. She's obviously decided to pretend that nothing's happened, so you should do the same.”
“How do you know?” Katie asked, holding open the break-room door so Donna could scoot out.
“Well, she didn't slap you, nor did she lip-lock you in the waiting room, so I'm guessing that she feels as awkward about this as you do. So just pretend it never happened, and it'll be fine.”
They left the clinic, a sheet of hot, sticky air hitting them as soon as they walked out of the door.
It was all very well pretending that nothing had happened. But what if she wanted something to happen? That was what Donna wasn't considering.
What if, even now, even though it was more than a little embarrassing, she'd still do the same thing over again if she got the chance?
Donna locked the clinic doors.
Carson Maxwell was attractive. Strike that, she was sexy as all hell, and by far the most desirable woman that had walked into Hartley in the last five years. Possibly ever.
And now she was distinctly off-limits. Or so Katie assumed. Which was unfair. The universe could be a bastard at times.
“Come on then,” said Donna. “Let's get this over with and then I'll make you grilled cheese while you enlighten me as to the names of all the bones in my hand, deal?”
“Deal,” Katie said.
And they jogged across the street toward the cool, dark interior of the school.
“Why do they start this thing so early,” Donna grumbled as they walked into the oasis of air-conditioning.
“Early? Are you kidding? It's like three weeks or something until Founder's Day,” Katie said, wiping the sweat off her forehead.
“No, I meant so early as in before the clinic is supposed to close.”
“Relax,” said Katie, scanning the hall of familiar faces. “We can close a half hour early. Everyone in town is right here anyway. If someone's sick, we're right on hand.”
She smiled over at the doctor. Donna might sometimes come off as brash, or loud, or over-confident, but it was all for show. Or mostly. She worried about the clinic, and she certainly worried for her patients.
She was the perfect doctor for a small town, and Katie could see that she was an important piece of the clockwork that made the town run so smoothly. She just hoped that Carson Maxwell could see the same thing.
“Katie!”
She looked over and saw Rita Stillwater waving madly at her. “Grab us a couple of seats, I'll be right over,” she said to Donna, before heading in Rita's direction.
“Just wanted to say thanks again,” said Rita. “Mikey's looking great and I really appreciate you stitching him up so well.”
“Not a problem,” Katie grinned. “Was he okay?”
“Are you kidding? An afternoon of messing around on Rob's plane rather than going back to school? He was in heaven.”
Katie chuckled. “Glad he's on the mend.” She was about to go claim her seat, when she had a thought. “Um, you know, we're not really supposed to do anything to Mikey if you're not around to sign off on it,” she said.
“Oh, I know,” Rita interrupted. “I'm more than grateful, I—”
“No, no,” Katie interrupted right on back. “It's fine, always happy to help, we know how it is. It's just that, well, with this auditor around right now, it might be best if you don't say anything about what happened. Keep it between us. We need to be careful for the next week or so until she's out of our hair.”
“Yeah, sure, of course,” Rita said. But her eyes were dancing. “Is this the auditor that—”
“—I hit on at the diner,” Katie finished for her. “Yes. Yes it is. Another thing that maybe we don't have to broadcast all over town?”
Rita snorted. “Like everyone doesn't know already. Is she hot? I haven't even seen her I've been so busy with Mikey and work.”
“She just arrived,” said Katie.
“And?” prompted Rita. “Is she hot?”
“Folks! Folks!”
Katie turned to see Anna-Leigh Brandon standing on the small school stage. “The mayor's up. Gotta run,” she said, and hurried off to find Donna.
She was glad of the escape. Mostly she loved living in Hartley. She liked the closeness of the community. Like this, everyone getting together to put the final touches to the plans for Founder's Day.
There'd be a big street party and entertainment, and a whole town holiday. It was always a nice day, a high-point of the summer. A chance to remake old friendships and to celebrate the sweet little town.
But there were the odd disadvantages to living somewhere so small.
Like everyone knowing everyone else's business.
Like Rita Stillwater wanting to know if Carson Maxwell was hot.
She slid into her seat next to Donna. The question kept poking at her brain and she couldn't stop it.
Was Carson Maxwell hot?
She sighed. Hot didn't even begin to describe things.
Carson Maxwell was, quite possibly, the best thing that Katie had ever laid eyes on.
Which was going to make seeing her on a daily basis both deliciously tempting and very, very frustrating.
“So,” Anna-Leigh said. “First things first, Rob, where are we on flying in supplies for the party?”
Katie settled back into her chair and let the business begin.
THE MEETING DRONED on for an hour, but the mayor was efficient and nipped any arguments in the bud.
“At least we got out before it got dark,” Donna grumbled, as everyone stumbled back out of the school-house and into the steamy heat of the evening.
“Oh, hush, it wasn't that bad,” Katie told her. “You're just cranky because you haven't eaten.”
“If I wanted a wife I'd have married one,” Donna said. Then she grinned. “You're probably right though. Let's get out of here and I'll make you the best damn grilled cheese you've had in your life.”
Katie laughed as they walked down the street. “I've had your grilled cheese before,” she said. “And it's pretty good, but I'm not saying it's the best ever.”
“One day, that grilled cheese is going to get you into medical school,” said Donna, stoutly. “That and all my sage advice. So don't knock it. Come on, we'll get fed and then I'll quiz you.”
Katie groaned, but hurried to keep step with Donna. “Fine, fine. There'd better be juice boxes to go with that grilled cheese.”
“Like I wouldn't have juice boxes,” Donna chortled.
They were about to cross the street when there was a squeaking and a squealing of brakes, then old Art's battered red truck appeared. It stopped to let people cross, then jumped as the gears grated and it took off again.
Katie shook her head. “That truck's a death trap,” she said.
Donna pulled a face. “I don't think that was the truck, I'm pretty sure it was the driver.”
And Katie definitely knew who that was. She watched Carson Maxwell judder and shake down the street in the old truck. And hoped that she'd do what she needed to do and then get the hell out of town.
It'd make life easier for everyone that way.



Chapter Eight
Seriously? Really? This was how the universe was going to screw with her?
It had been a sleepless night and Carson was still mad.
Mad that the most attractive woman she'd met in ages just happened to be an employee of the company she was auditing.
What were the chances of that?
Actually, given the size of Hartley, the chances were probably pretty high. But still.
She grumbled to herself as she got ready for her day.
It wasn't that she'd been planning on doing anything with the woman. She was in town for a few days, she had no time for entanglements, plus, of course, non-fraternization was supposed to be the order of the day just in general.
But it had been nice to have the chance. Nice that there was just that little piece of her that could believe that maybe, given the right circumstances, two attractive women could...
Could nothing.
Because Katherine Robinson was very much an employee of Hartley Clinic and therefore, indirectly, an employee of Schuler and Mason.
In the space of a few days she'd gone from falsely accused and under investigation for fraternizing with an employee to actually thinking, however indirectly, about fraternizing with an employee. Oh, yes, and the investigation was still hanging over her head as well.
She didn't know if she was mad at herself, at the company, at whatever gods there were, or at Katie herself for making a move. A move in front of half the town in a diner where Carson assumed she was now the hot topic of conversation.
Her phone beeped.
She picked it up off the bed and saw a message from Nichelle and was actually out of sorts enough that she called rather than texted back.
“Really? A call at six thirty in the morning?” Nichelle answered with.
“You'd already messaged me, you're never in bed after six, and my fingers can't type fast enough to message everything I want to say,” said Carson, perching on the bed.
“That bad, huh?”
Carson sighed. “It's... grim. Put it that way.”
“Grim? I thought this was some beautiful town up in the mountains that was all unspoiled and perfect.”
“It's full of nature,” Carson said. And it was clear from the way she said the word that this was not a good thing. She hated nature. It smelled bad and was dirty. And unpredictable.
“Oh come on, give it a chance. It can't be that bad,” Nichelle laughed.
“It's like Stepford,” said Carson. “It's perfect. Really perfect. There's a little diner with booths where they only charge a buck fifty for coffee. There's a tiny little school where all the ages mix together. Everyone knows everyone's name.”
“That doesn't exactly sound terrible,” said Nichelle, slightly breathlessly.
Carson knew that she was on her treadmill, getting a start on her ambitious and challenging day. Probably sweating in something designer with home-brewed coffee in the machine. She felt more than a twinge of jealousy.
“It's too perfect,” she said. “Like they're all hiding something. Like they've all got bodies under their beds.”
“Carson!”
“No, I'm serious. There's a festival coming up, some kind of Founder's Day, I've seen posters all over town. Wanna bet that that suckling pig on the barbecue isn't actually a pig? Because if you don't hear from me again, that's where I'll be, rotating on the grill and feeding the town.”
“Carson Maxwell, Hartley is not a horror film waiting to happen. You're cranky as hell this morning. Get up on the wrong side of the bed?”
“Something like that,” Carson grumbled. She had no intention of telling Nichelle about Katie. Not that she really thought Nichelle would tell anyone, but because she couldn't bear to think that the one person that believed in her could have room for doubt. And if she told her about Katie then maybe there would be a spark of doubt about Samuel Fisher. If she was capable of one, then she had to be capable of the other, right?
It was dumb, but true.
Anyway, it wasn't like anything was going on. There was nothing to talk about. Everything was fine.
“Well, I gotta run,” Nichelle said. “Make sure you check in with me so I know you're not on the grill already,” she said, laughing.
Carson finished getting ready and looked herself up and down in the mirror. Dark suit, heeled shoes, professional, neat and tidy. She'd go by the clinic, hoping that it was early enough that no one else would be in, have a poke around and see what she could find.
Often what wasn't in the books was a lot more telling than what was.
“Oh there you are, dear,” said a voice as soon as she opened the bedroom door. “I was beginning to think that you'd sleep all morning.”
Carson glanced down at her watch.
Ellen beamed a smile at her. “Oh, we get an early start around these parts, especially in the summer when it's warm. Better to get the bulk of things done while the air's still light, it'll be sticky come lunchtime, it always is.”
Carson opened her mouth to talk, but Ellen was still going.
“Now, I've got cheese and sliced meat in the refrigerator, of course there are preserves and butter, I don't go in much for cereal myself, but there's probably something in the cupboard. I did wonder if you were going to be a bagel girl, I know they're popular with the young folks, but they're not so big here and I didn't think to ask Glen to get any in for you.”
She was standing at the kitchen counter and Carson could just spot the Holy Grail behind her.
“Coffee,” she managed to slide in as Ellen took a breath.
“Coffee, of course,” Ellen said. “And what about—”
“Just coffee, please.”
Ellen lifted her eyebrows, but nodded. “I see dear. I was the same when I was young, never ate a decent breakfast. Of course, as you get older you worry less about the old waistline, and now I'd rather have a slice of toast than wear a size zero, but there you are.”
She was smiling as she was talking, pouring the coffee, and Carson eagerly accepted a cup. She wasn't sure she could do this every morning. But at least Ellen didn't seem to expect any real responses from her.
“There you go, my dear,” Ellen said. “Oh, and before I forget, Rob already dropped by on his way down to Glen with the morning goods run and he left those for you.”
She pointed over to the corner where Carson saw a pair of blue and brown hiking boots neatly paired. Jesus, she'd forgotten about those.
And for just a moment she felt bad about being so uncharitable.
Bad about thinking that Ellen talked too much. Bad about thinking that Hartley was too good to be true. Bad about being so damn judgmental.
The guy had gone out of his way to make sure she felt comfortable and the least she could do was be gracious about it.
“I'll thank him the next time I see him,” she said.
Ellen grinned. “He'd like that. There aren't many pretty girls around town, and believe it or not Rob's as single as they come.”
Carson opened her mouth to say something and then changed her mind. Now really wasn't the time or the place. Besides, if what Ellen said was true and everyone here got an early start then she really needed to get going if she was hoping to avoid running into Katie at the clinic.
“I have to run,” she said, before Ellen could say anything more. “I have lots to do and I'll be bringing some work back here if that's alright with you.”
“No problem dear, I'll be sure to stay out of your way during working hours.”
Carson fervently hoped she could believe that.
Outside, it was already hot and her shirt was sticking to her back even before she got into the truck. The clinic wasn't exactly far, but the truck's air-conditioning actually worked, and she'd way rather arrive cool and collected instead of hot and sweaty.
She turned the ignition key and the truck bounced out of the driveway before she stalled it. She cursed, turned the key again, slid into first and tried for a second time.
Stupid truck.
Stupid manual gearbox.
Stupid town.
Stupid everything.
By the time she turned the corner onto the main street she'd stalled the thing twice more, failed to find third gear, and was right back to being uncharitable about small-town life and life in general.
She cursed, wrestled the wheel to the right, slowly hit the brakes which seemed to do no good at all, and then spotted a parking space that she was pretty sure she could get into.
It wasn't like she was planning on hitting anyone.
But between the lack of power steering, the not-quite-sensitive enough brake pedal, and her own lack of experience in parallel parking, that was exactly what happened.
She saw the white face in the rear-view mirror just as she felt the bump.
And sweat started pouring from every pore as her coffee threatened to make a reappearance and her hands began to shake.
Then it seemed like the whole world descended onto what until a few seconds ago had been a very quiet, small street.



Chapter Nine
Katie wanted to panic. She was only human, after all. Seeing her best friend and her boss lying in the middle of the road, a look of pain on her face, made her feel sick and shaky and like she couldn't control her breathing.
But she was a nurse.
She had to do this.
“Did you lose consciousness?” she asked, lifting Donna's eyelids.
Donna yanked her head away. “No, I didn't, and will you quit it with the doctoring? You might be a nurse but I am an actual doctor and I'm telling you that I'm fine other than my leg.”
“You're fine?” Katie said, sitting back on her heels. “You literally just got hit by a truck. You're not fine.”
“I'm fine. And that woman is a damn accident waiting to happen in that truck.”
“It was an accident,” Carson said, stepping in. She was pale as paper and her hands were shaking. “Really, it honestly was.”
“We'll deal with you later,” Katie spat.
She had no time for Carson. No time for someone so careless. Not right now.
“Oh come on,” said Donna, taking pity on the woman. “She's right, it was an accident. Give her a break. It's not her damn fault she's driving old Art's ancient truck. That thing should be at the junkyard, not driving down Main Street. Ow!”
Katie was palpitating Donna's lower leg.
“Leave off!” cried Donna. “It's broken, I don't need you to tell me that.”
“I'll need statements from everyone,” Paul Haliday said, striding up to join them, his policeman's boots shining like they were new. Which was probably because they were. Katie didn't think she'd actually seen him in uniform before.
“For Christ's sake,” Donna said. “Will you lot get me off the road and into the clinic and get this leg set before I start banging your heads together. This hurts, you know?”
Katie looked around, saw Paul's two brothers, Dan and Frank, watching from in front of the diner, and beckoned them over. “Get the doc into the clinic, will you?” she asked them. “Careful of her leg.”
She supervised as the two men gently lifted Donna between them and slowly began walking to the clinic. Then she trailed after them, followed by Paul and Carson.
Once Dan and Frank had got Donna on the x-ray table, she ushered everyone out into the waiting room and told them to wait on pain of death.
“I hear a peep out of any of you until the doc's taken care of then I'll sedate you,” she threatened.
Bravado. That's what they called it. Pretending to be brave to cover up the fact that you were shaking on the inside.
Katie took a deep breath. Donna was right about one thing. She was no doctor. If there was anything more than a simple break waiting for her then she was going to have to call the helicopter in, and she dreaded to think how Donna would take that.
“Lie still,” she told Donna.
Quickly and efficiently, she took the films, then brought them up on the screen in the x-ray room. Donna craned her neck to see them properly.
“Clean break,” she announced.
Katie stepped in, peering in more closely, her heart in her mouth. Then she let out a breath she'd been holding for what felt like the last twenty minutes.
The bone was broken, but not all the way through. And it was clean, just as Donna had said.
“Plaster it,” said Donna. “It'll be fine. No need for pinning or plates.”
That had been the real worry. Older bones didn't always heal well. Not that Donna was ancient, but she was over forty and that meant that a serious break would need to be operated on. This though, this she was pretty sure was going to heal just fine.
She poked her head around the door to the waiting room.
“Is—” Carson began.
“Hush, not a word,” said Katie. “I'm not done yet.” But she was a little gentler, a little less angry, because Donna was going to be fine and because Carson was still pale as pale could be.
“You and you,” she said to Dan and Frank. “I need Donna moved carefully into a cubicle where I can plaster her up, please. And you,” she looked at Paul. “Run over to the diner quickly and get Trudy to give you some hot, sweet tea, three sugars minimum, and bring it back for your suspect here.”
“Hey,” Paul said. “I'm not a food delivery service.”
“No, but I'm a nurse,” Katie said. “And she's in shock, so hot, sweet tea, please, and make it fast. No interrogating her until she stops shaking, clear?”
Paul grumbled under his breath, but hitched his heavy belt up over his beer belly and trundled off to the diner.
“Sit tight,” Katie said to Carson, and went off to take care of her patient.
KATIE HANDED DONNA a water glass. “Take them.”
“I don't need pain killers,” said Donna.
“You will later, as you damn well know. Now stop being stubborn and take the things. You'll be glad of them.”
Donna sighed but took the drugs. Her lower leg was encased in blue, lightweight plaster, and her color was much improved.
“Can I get a statement now?” Paul asked, sticking his head around the curtain.
Katie glanced at Donna, then shrugged. “If you like.”
Satisfied, Paul drew back the curtain to reveal Dan, Frank, and Carson all standing behind him.
“Christ, I have to do this with an audience?” said Donna.
“What I'm trying to decide,” Paul said, bringing out his notebook and licking the tip of his pencil. “Is whether this was an attempted homicide or a vehicular collision.”
“Attempted homicide!” Carson cried. “It was no such thing! It was an accident.”
“Yes,” said Paul. “But how am I supposed to believe you? I mean, it'd hardly be good police-work if I just went around believing what everyone told me, would it now?”
Katie had a feeling that Paul wouldn't know good police-work if it smacked him around the head. As far as she knew, Paul's job consisted of sitting around the diner drinking coffee, trying to avoid his brothers dragging him into doing any farm-work, and generally keeping an eye on things.
She literally couldn't remember the last crime Hartley had had.
“We saw it all,” Dan said. “Saw everything.”
“It was an accident,” Carson protested. “It was nothing more, I swear.”
Katie's feet were tired and she really didn't have the patience for this. “I'd better go make the call,” she said to Donna. “I'll leave you to this.”
“What call?” asked Donna.
Katie shrugged. “The clinic doesn't have a doctor. We'll have to close, reroute everything to some place else and let the medivac team know we're off the helicopter route, and a million and one other things.”
“We're not closing the clinic,” Donna said. “I doctor with my head, not with my leg, we'll be fine.”
“But—” Katie started.
Then she looked at Donna who was discretely pointing to Carson behind the cover of her other hand.
“The clinic is indispensable to the town,” Donna said. “We can't possibly do without it. We stay open.”
Katie groaned. Donna was right. Closing up the clinic would just prove to Carson that they didn't need it.
“I can't run this place on my own,” she said.
“You won't have to,” said Donna. “I'm still a doctor, you can consult me whenever you like. I'll just set up in the break-room and you come ask me whatever you need, or show me x-rays or whatever. All you'll need is another warm body. Someone to handle the waiting room and answer the phone when you're with a patient.”
“But who...”
Donna had a glint in her eye. “Well, the big bosses have already sent someone,” she said, looking directly at Carson.
“Oh no,” Carson said. “Helping you run this clinic is certainly not part of my job.”
“Neither is running over employees,” Katie reminded her. “But you've done that. I'd say that the least you could do is sit at reception and answer the odd phone call. It's not like you can't do your own job there as well.”
As soon as she'd said the words, she cursed herself. Having Carson on-site all day wasn't at all what she wanted. But she'd been irritated at the way Carson hadn't automatically wanted to step in to help. Anyone else in town would have been happy to do the job, happy to help.
But Carson was an outsider. She didn't get what being part of a community was about. Well, maybe it was about time she learned. And maybe that would give her a different view of just how important the clinic was to Hartley.
“No, no, no,” Paul said. “You can't be doing that. I might have to take her into custody.”
Katie pinched the bridge of her nose between finger and thumb and took a deep breath. “This was an accident,” she said. “Donna, do you agree?”
“Fully.”
“You don't want to press charges?” Katie asked.
Donna shook her head.
“You two,” Katie said to Frank and Dan. “Did it look like anything other than an accident to you?” And she had a tone in her voice that she hoped told them that if they were about to answer anything but 'no' to her question then there would absolutely be repercussions. Possibly painful ones.
Obediently, both men shook their heads.
“And you,” she said, finally turning to Carson. “Do you agree to do your job from the clinic in order to help out and make up for the fact that you ran over the town's only doctor in your truck?”
“I didn't actually run her over,” Carson began.
Katie glared at her.
Carson closed her eyes and gave a faint nod.
“There we go then, officer,” Katie said to Paul. “Everything is in hand.”
With a disappointed look on his face, Paul slid his notebook back into his pocket. “I suppose so,” he said grumpily.
“Come on, Columbo,” Frank said. “It's about time for some pie. I heard Trudy's made peach today.”
Face brightening, Paul followed his brothers out.
“As for you,” Katie said to Donna. “We're getting you home for the next few days. If I need you, I can call you or send you pictures, and you can come in again when I judge you fit and ready. Until then, bed-rest.”
Donna mumbled something, but her eyelids were already  looking heavy and Katie shouted after the three men.
“Drop Donna off at her place, will you?”
It took a while to get everything organized, but after a flurry of activity, the three men left with Donna, and Katie heaved a sigh of relief before turning around to see Carson standing by the wall.
“And that leaves us,” Katie said quietly, not at all sure how she felt about that.



Chapter Ten
If she focused really hard, she could just about see the numbers on her laptop screen. If she didn't, all she saw was the glimpse of the doctor's white face in the rearview mirror of the truck.
The shaking had stopped, thankfully, but Carson still wasn't quite alright.
“You didn't kill anyone,” she whispered to herself, experimentally. Not something she'd ever thought she'd have to say. And it didn't do much to make her feel better.
It could have been worse, she had to admit that. It could have been worse, but then, it could have been a whole lot better. Like, she could not have hit someone. It wasn't like she'd been driving irresponsibly. She'd been sober, watching the mirrors, not on the phone.
“It was an accident,” she whispered.
The cursor on her computer screen blinked right back at her.
An accident and that was all there was to it. She'd send flowers to the doctor, she'd do whatever was necessary to put things right. She'd do her job sitting right here at the reception desk. She'd help out. And then she'd get the hell out of Hartley.
That seemed to be the best plan. Her stomach still felt nauseous though.
“You didn't kill anyone,” she reminded herself again.
“Glad to hear it,” boomed a voice.
Carson looked up to see an older woman standing at the other side of the counter. Short, gray hair, a no-nonsense look on her face, and a twinkle in her eye.
“I always think it best when medical personnel haven't actually killed anyone. Do you mean today, or just in general?”
“I'm not medical personnel,” Carson said, which was somewhat beside the point, but it did seem important to her to correct the fact.
“Ah.” The woman frowned at her. “So why are you sitting in the clinic then?”
“Because...” Carson trailed off. This conversation was very close to veering out of her control and she had no intention of bringing up what had happened on the off-chance that this was the one person in town that hadn't heard.
“Ah, you must be the auditor,” the woman said, face clearing. The word 'auditor' sounded loaded with meaning.
“Um...”
“You know,” added the woman helpfully. “The one Katie was interested in and then just this morning you tried to run over the doctor?”
Carson took a breath, then nodded meekly. “Yes. That was me.” There was little point in denying it.
“I'm Anna-Leigh Brandon, mayor of Hartley,” said the woman, holding out a firm hand that Carson took and shook. “I'm here for the usual.”
Carson cast a longing glance at the clinic accounts on her laptop and then with a sigh turned to the reception computer. “The usual?” she asked, clicking around and trying to find some kind of appointment system.
“Just a check on the old ticker,” explained the mayor.
There was a snuffling sound that Carson couldn't quite identify. “Aha.”
“Is that Anna-Leigh I hear?” Katie asked, poking her head around a cubicle curtain. “Morning, mayor. I'll be right with you. The usual?”
The mayor nodded and Carson considered everything in hand and was about to turn back to her numbers.
“You're doing good work here,” the older woman boomed. “Good to see someone stepping in to help. That's what makes the world go around, after all. I'll leave the dogs here with you then, shall I?”
Carson whipped her head back around. “Dogs?”
But the woman was already passing over a collection of leashes. Carson jumped to her feet and peered over the counter to see three assorted animals peering back up at her.
“Watch out for Billy, he bites,” advised the mayor. “And Mabel might need to tinkle, she's getting old.”
“You can't have dogs in a clinic!” Carson said. “It's unhygienic.”
“Then take them outside,” grinned the mayor before disappearing back into a cubicle.
Carson was left with her mouth hanging open and the leashes tugging at her hand. She sighed and took the dogs out into the heat, letting them pull at their leashes so that they stayed far away from her and her expensive silk pantyhose.
“Morning,” said a cheerful voice.
She looked over to see a man waving and smiling as he walked past. “Morning.”
“Watch out for Billy, he bites,” the man said, before walking on.
Seriously? Did everyone know everyone around here?
Heat stuck her clothes to her skin and sweat trickled down to collect in the hollow of her back.
This was ridiculous.
She'd had an accident, that was all. And she was letting the rest of the town take advantage of the fact that she felt bad. She stood up straighter. No, this wasn't going to work.
She'd do her part, she'd man the stupid reception desk and help out a little. But she was damned if she was walking dogs and becoming part of the scenery.
Hartley was spooky. Weird. A tiny little community of strange people and their smelly dogs. She had a job to do, for God's sake.
She turned around, ready to march back up to the clinic, just in time for Anna-Leigh Brandon to collect the dog leashes from her hand and smile sweetly.
“Thank you, my dear. So nice to meet you, I'm sure we'll see each other again.”
Like hell they would, Carson thought, as she strode back to reception. She was keeping her head down and getting her work done.
Which included staying out of the way of that little nurse, who'd turned out far bossier than she'd expected. Hitting on her in public was one thing, bullying her into helping out in the clinic was quite another.
The sooner she didn't have to see Katie Robinson the better, as far as she was concerned. In fact, the sooner she was out of Hartley altogether, the better.
CARSON'S STOMACH RUMBLED and she slunk through the sticky evening heat toward the diner. It had been a long day, she was tired with the effort of ignoring Katie and her cheerful efficiency at the clinic.
And she'd forgotten to tell Ellen that she'd need dinner. Either that, or subconsciously she'd decided she couldn't deal with a never-ending conversation while she ate. Either way, she needed sustenance and the diner was the only place in town.
She'd asked.
Even if she got on the highway out of town, something she was loathe to do in the shaky old truck, there wasn't a rest-stop or gas station for the next seventy miles.
So she kept her head down and hoped that the town would leave her alone to eat in peace.
“Well, well, what trouble have you been getting into today?” Paul Haliday had his thumbs tucked in the waist-band of his pants.
“None at all,” Carson said, primly.
“You were lucky that doctor Donna is nice enough not to press charges,” he said.
“It was an accident.”
“Huh.” It was clear from the look in his eye that he didn't believe her.
She was about to step around him when she had a thought. Maybe Hartley wasn't quite as perfect as it seemed.
“Being a cop around here has to be pretty exciting,” she offered. Not that she believed it, but she wanted the man to talk.
“Oh no,” he said immediately. “Not in the slightest. No, there's not much to do up here.”
“No... sheep rustling? No vandalism?” she asked in disbelief.
“Psh, haven't filled out a report in the last three years,” he scoffed. “Nothing happens in Hartley, and that's just the way we like it.”
“No murders? Cannibalism? What about supernatural occurrences?” she asked desperately.
Haliday laughed. “Not a thing,” he said. “We're the perfect town. Everybody knows everybody else. Why would you steal from your neighbor if all you have to do is ask to get what you need? Wouldn't make no sense now, would it?”
“I suppose not,” Carson said, deflated. Maybe Hartley was just as perfect as it seemed. Somehow it bugged her. Like she wanted to find a flaw, wanted to find the fly painted over on the smooth wall, wanted to find just one little thing that would show her that she wasn't the only real thing in town.
Something to take away from the perfection.
“You stay out of trouble now,” Haliday was saying. “And don't be screeching around in that truck no more, neither.”
“I wasn't screeching around,” protested Carson. “I was backing into a parking spot and doing no more than one mile an hour.”
He sniffed as though he still didn't believe her, then wandered off down the street.
Carson shook her head. Her stomach grumbled again. Forget it, she needed to eat.
She was so focused on getting to the diner that she nearly ran head first into nurse Katie.



Chapter Eleven
“Ow!” Katie rubbed her nose that had just collided with the side of somebody's head.
“I'm so sorry!” Carson lowered her head a little to look at her and Katie about disappeared into bright green eyes. “It was an accident.”
“Hmm. You seem to have a lot of accidents. Is that a normal occurrence, or is it just since you came to Hartley?” Katie said. She sounded sharp and she didn't mean to, but those eyes, the feeling of Carson so close to her, she was confused.
Carson took a step back. “Just since I came to town, actually.” She smiled a little and Katie saw how her face lit up. “I'm usually not this bad.”
Katie rubbed her nose again and grinned. “Oh well, can't say that I always make a great first impression either.”
To mention it or not? It was kind of the elephant in the room. And maybe if she made a joke out of it, brought it up, maybe then things would be a little less awkward.
“Like, um, oh, I don't know, hitting on people in front of the entire town,” she finished, heart almost not beating at all as she held her breath to see how Carson would respond.
There was an agonizing second of quiet.
“To be fair,” Carson said, eventually. “That could have gone either way. I mean, under the right circumstances, that would have been a ballsy move, and pretty sexy.”
Katie lifted an eyebrow. “And what would the right circumstances be?” she couldn't help but ask.
Carson took another step back. “Well, other circumstances,” she said, flustered. “I mean, a different time and place, um, different everything, I...”
She had to put her out of her misery. “It's okay, it's fine,” Katie said. “Don't worry about it. Let's write off our first impressions maybe?”
A small nod and Katie couldn't help but notice that Carson's cheeks were flushed pink.
“You headed to the diner?” Katie asked cheerfully, hoping that the past was behind them now.
“Uh-huh.”
“Me too,” she said. “How about we have dinner and make a fresh start?”
It was an olive branch, not a proposition. Carson was attractive, but obviously there was something stopping her making a move or agreeing to anything, and that was just fine. But they did have to work together.
Sure, she wanted Carson to give the clinic a good report. But she also needed to be in the same room as the woman for hours every day. It'd be much nicer if they could actually be civil with each other.
And she'd mostly forgiven her for running Donna over. Mostly.
“No.”
The word was so blunt that it took Katie a second to understand it. “No?” she echoed, frowning.
Carson shifted her weight to her other foot. “Um, no,” she said, more softly. “Schuler and Mason have a strict non-fraternization policy for auditors.”
Which made things a little clearer. “Huh,” was all Katie could find to say.
“So, um, yeah. Sorry.”
She nodded and Carson made a move to open the diner and door and Katie did at the same time and it was Katie that backed off.
“This is stupid,” she said.
“What?” Carson asked.
“Well, we both have to eat.”
“So? We can both eat.”
“So you're saying that it's fine and totally not fraternizing for us to eat at the same diner at the same time?”
“I can't stop you patronizing the town's only diner,” Carson pointed out. “Let alone stop you eating.”
Katie ran her tongue over her teeth, then nodded. “Okay, fine. After you.”
She stepped back to let Carson open the door and then followed her inside. Carson chose the second booth out of four, sitting so that she faced the door. Katie hesitated, then, shaking her head, slid into the third booth so that she was back-to-back with Carson.
“So this is fine,” she said.
“Sure,” Carson answered from behind her.
“Not fraternizing at all.”
“No.”
“But slightly ridiculous.”
She could feel Carson shrugging from behind her and bit back a smile.
“Your job is pretty important to you, huh?” she asked as she flicked through the plastic-backed menu.
“Obviously. Isn't yours?” Carson asked. From the sticky sounds coming from behind her Katie could tell that Carson was reading the menu too.
“Very,” Katie said. She cleared her throat and took a breath. Might as well try and make things a little easier, she thought. “It's nice of you to help out in the clinic. Thank you. It was very... useful having you there today.”
“You didn't exactly give me much choice,” said Carson.
Katie bristled. “You didn't give me much choice when you knocked over the town's only doctor in your truck.”
“Hey, it was—”
“—an accident, I know,” Katie finished.
“Ladies,” Trudy said, coming over with pen and pad poised and looking at them expectantly like it was perfectly normal for them to be sitting back-to-back. “What'll it be?”
“Club sandwich,” both women answered at the same time.
Katie gave Trudy the side-eye, watching her try not to laugh.
“And a diet coke,” Carson added.
Which had been exactly what Katie was going to say. “A water, please,” she said.
Trudy hurried off and there they were again. Back-to-back. No faces. No eyes to disappear into. Maybe this made it easier, Katie thought. Maybe this was a whole new dating philosophy. Not being able to gauge reactions, just saying what needed to be said, not trying to second-guess how someone felt.
“You could walk,” she said.
“What?” Carson asked.
“Instead of driving that stupid truck. You could walk. It's not exactly far from Ellen's Place. You could walk in in the morning, no problem.”
“It's hot,” said Carson.
“It's summertime,” pointed out Katie. “And it'd be good for the environment and all.”
There was the sound of a sigh. “I'll think about it.”
“It'd be safer for the whole town,” Katie mumbled, not sure that Carson could hear her. There was no answer anyway. Then she grinned to herself. “So, did Billy bite you?”
There was silence, then, surprisingly, the sound of a laugh. “No, he didn't. I gotta say, I didn't expect to be walking the mayor's dogs when I woke up this morning.”
Katie laughed too. “You did look a little out of your element.” She'd spied out of the window and seen Carson holding the leads up and away from her like she was afraid the leashes themselves would bite.
“About as far as I get,” confessed Carson. There was a slight pause. “Tell me something,” she said eventually. “Is Hartley really as perfect as it appears?”
Katie spun around in her seat, not expecting the question, and then getting a face full of Carson's sweet-smelling hair. A pulse started between her legs and she quickly turned around again. “Nothing's perfect.”
“Are you sure, because I'm beginning to think I've stepped into an episode of The Twilight Zone here. No crime, everyone knowing everyone's name.”
She could still smell the shampoo. Where was Trudy with that food? “We're a small town. Those are small town things. I'm guessing you're from the city?”
“Born and bred,” Carson said and Trudy finally appeared with plates.
“Then maybe you're the one with the perfect life,” Katie said and thanked Trudy. “I mean, a job you love, a place you like living in. That sounds pretty perfect, doesn't it?”
There was a long silence and Katie assumed that Carson was eating except she didn't hear any sounds of knives or forks or crinkling napkins.
“Perfection doesn't always last,” Carson said when Katie was starting to think that maybe she wasn't going to say anything at all.
And now she didn't know what to say. “Well, I guess everything'll turn out for the best in the end,” she came up with.
“That's what I'm working toward,” Carson said, and Katie could hear the sound of food being picked up and a knife scraping on a plate.
“You all be wanting anything else?” Trudy asked, coming with a water pitcher to refill Katie's glass. “And this is an odd way to conduct a date, if you don't mind me saying so.”
“This isn't a date,” Katie said at the exact same time as Carson was saying the exact same thing.
Trudy chuckled. “Whatever you say,” she said and walked away.
“Yeah, there's another small town thing,” said Katie. “Always someone interfering and knowing your business.”
“Guess it's hard to keep a secret around here,” Carson said.
“You have no idea.” Katie glanced down and saw the time. “And I need to run, I've got studying to do. Hey, Trudy, can I get this wrapped up to go?”
Trudy came by and took the plate as Katie piled some cash onto the table.
“I'll get out of your hair,” she said to Carson. She paused, then added: “See you at the clinic tomorrow.”
Carson nodded, then grinned and the diner seemed suddenly lighter. “Nice not having dinner with you.”
Katie laughed. “Right. Same here.”
When she got outside, the late evening sun shining orange on the sidewalk, it took a minute to realize that she felt happy. Then she wondered why she'd even noticed. She hadn't been particularly unhappy before. But now she felt... happier, for absolutely no reason that she could put her finger on.



Chapter Twelve
The morning sun was hotter than she'd imagined and by the time Carson was approaching the diner, she'd taken off her suit jacket and was regretting her heels.
She hesitated before going inside. The diner seemed to bring out a strange side of her. A side that had back-to-front conversations with attractive nurses, a side that almost agreed to dating attractive nurses. It must be the diner, something about the atmosphere. Nothing at all to do with the nurse in question.
But it was hard to avoid the only place in town that made a decent cup of coffee. She thought about the ancient coffee machine at the clinic and shuddering, pushed the diner door open.
She'd walked to work. Not something she'd really planned on. But she'd been holding the truck keys, about to open the door when she'd thought of Katie and then, somehow, she'd been walking.
There could be a potential problem here, if she'd allow it. But she wasn't about to allow it.
Yes, Katie was attractive and sexy and cute and surprisingly funny. Carson was a grown woman. Just because she found someone attractive didn't mean that she had to act on it. She could control herself.
And... Katie had made the effort last night. It hadn't been lost on her. Katie had brought up their embarrassing first meeting, had laughed it off, had had a conversation with her, made her lonely dinner just a little better.
She was being the bigger person, which was a miracle given that Carson had just that morning run over her boss.
Carson had woken up with a smile on her lips and she knew it was because of Katie. She dreaded to think what she'd been dreaming about, but if pressed, she could make a fair guess.
So she'd decided that she too would take the high road. She could be civil, she could be polite, she could be nice. That wasn't fraternizing. That was being professional. It didn't have to mean anything.
It wouldn't mean anything.
“Coffee?” Trudy asked.
“The biggest you've got,” Carson answered. “To go.”
“Heard you think that Hartley's the perfect little town,” Trudy said, as she poured coffee into a take-out cup.
“I, uh, well, yes?” Carson said. That wasn't exactly what she'd been thinking, but pissing off the woman with the hot coffee pot probably wasn't a great idea.
“That's because it is,” Trudy said, to nods of agreement from the three men sitting at the counter, one of whom was the police officer from the day before.
Carson snorted a little. “Really? Come on? There's no deep, dark secrets here?”
“Well,” Trudy began.
“No!” Officer Haliday jumped in. “We don't talk about that, Trudy.”
“Right, right,” Trudy said, handing the coffee over. “So, uh, that'll be a buck fifty for the coffee.”
“Don't talk about what?” Carson asked, inching in closer, curiosity burning.
“Oh, nothing,” said Trudy, fake-innocence burning in her cheeks. “Not a thing. A buck fifty, please.”
Carson rummaged in her purse, every eye in the place on her as she felt her cheeks start to turn red. Finally, she found some cash, grabbed her coffee and headed back out into the heat.
What? What don't they talk about? She could feel it niggling at the back of her head. But she also felt the warmth of satisfaction. She'd been right, of course she had. Hartley had a dreadful secret, just like she'd thought.
CARSON GAVE A sigh and clicked at the computer futilely. “It's not working.”
“It works when Doctor Donna does it,” said the young woman quite unhelpfully.
“Well it doesn't work now,” said Carson. She looked over at her own laptop which was working just fine. “Are you sure you need this?”
“My prescription for insulin?” asked the young woman. “Pretty sure, yeah.” She didn't look like she was being sarcastic, but Carson narrowed her eyes at her anyway.
“Katie?” Carson shouted through gritted teeth.
“I'm with a patient,” came the voice from behind the curtain.
“I've got a problem.”
“Call Donna.”
Carson sucked at her teeth in frustration, then picked up the phone and dialed Donna's number.
It took a solid ten minutes to work through the problem and get the prescription printed out and Carson was boiling inside by the time it was done.
“All finished?” Katie said, just as the young woman was leaving. She snapped off a pair of gloves.
“Yes,” Carson said, holding onto her temper and remembering that she was going to be nice.
“Well done,” Katie said, grinning at her and moving on to the next patient.
Carson felt a wave of warmth in her stomach and suddenly her irritation was gone.
“I'M GOING TO need some help in here,” Katie shouted from inside one of the cubicles.
Carson balled her hands up into fists, squeezed tight, took a deep breath, then said: “I'll be right there.”
She minimized the accounts on her laptop. She'd made it through a grand total of about ten percent of what she really needed to get done today.
Quickly, she went over to the cubicle and stuck her head around the curtain. Only to be rewarded by the sight of something red and yellow that smelled distinctly of rotting meat. She about lost her breakfast and immediately withdrew her head.
“Don't you worry,” said the elderly male patient. “Feel free to take a look.”
“No, no,” Carson said, voice nasal since she was trying to breathe through her mouth. “That's quite alright.” She took as deep a breath as she dared. “What do you need?”
“I need you to relay some instructions from Donna,” Katie said. “My hands are gloved, I can't handle the phone. So just call her, bring the phone over here and I'll tell you what to say, okay?”
No. It wasn't okay. But she had to do it anyway because... Because the reason the clinic had no doctor was her fault.
Another deep breath. Another longing look at her laptop, full of numbers that didn't bleed or smell or throw up. She cast a look over to the corner of the waiting room where a woman was rubbing the back of a small child, a trash can between his legs.
Then she got the phone and followed Katie's instructions.
ALL DAY IT was the same. Patient after patient until Carson thought that everybody in town must have walked through the clinic doors at some point.
She saw blood, vomit, and smelled worse. She was fairly sure that she was on the verge of catching Ebola or something equally awful. People were polite, sure, but they were also sick, in pain, tired of waiting, and had better things to do.
So did she, for that matter.
Her laptop sat humming merrily as she dealt with yet another prescription.
And when it wasn't someone coming in, it was Katie needing instructions phoned in from Donna, or needing a spare pair of hands, or even, once, a coffee. Which Carson had run to the diner for, since it meant that she could grab one too.
It was annoying, inconvenient, sometimes disgusting, and slowly, slowly it dawned on Carson that it was also something else. Necessary. It was necessary.
She'd been flown in by seaplane. Even the closest gas station was a good seventy miles away. How far would these people have to go without a clinic on their doorstep?
It was a thought that made her pause, right up until someone pointed out that there was blood on the floor and Katie yelled through that the mop was in the break-room and could she take care of it.
The day wore on, the sun burning white hot outside, as the clinic's air-conditioning struggled to keep up. And then Carson looked up and to her surprise, the waiting room was empty.
“Tough one, huh?” Katie said, peeling off yet another pair of gloves and brushing hair away from her forehead.
She looked exhausted but... Carson squashed the thought. Yes, the woman looked sexy as hell in scrubs with a tank-top strap peeking out on her shoulder, with her hair tied back and curls escaping, with her blue eyes sparkling and her white teeth flashing.
But that was none of Carson's business.
Besides, she was exhausted herself and she still hadn't finished most of what she needed to for the day.
“First day of the month is always a bad one,” Katie was saying now. “It'll be better tomorrow, I swear. But, there is some good news.”
“There is?” Carson asked absent-mindedly packing away her laptop.
Katie leaned over the reception desk and instinctively, Carson pulled back, not wanting even a millimeter of contact. No, that wasn't true. She did want contact. Quite badly, as the warmth between her legs reminded her.
She was afraid of what would happen if contact was made, however.
Katie leaned back up, a bottle in her hand.
“What's that?” Carson asked suspiciously.
“This is a bottle of old Art's homemade wine,” said Katie.
Carson frowned.
“You know, the guy with the leg ulcer that you saw? The one whose truck you've been crashing into people?”
“Oh, right.”
Katie grinned. “It's miraculous stuff, trust me. And exactly what you need after a long day. What do you say? Fancy a glass?”



Chapter Thirteen
Katie held the wine bottle up and in that instant didn't know whether she wanted Carson to say yes or no. She wanted Carson to stay, certainly. She was also terrified that Carson might stay. So much for being decisive.
But Carson was glaring at her as though she was stupid. “No fraternization, remember?”
Which made Katie just want to push things further. “It's a drink,” she scoffed. “Don't tell me you couldn't use one after the day we've just had. It's not like I'm asking you to give up national secrets or anything. If you like, I'll go and sit in one of the cubicles and we can just yell a conversation at each other.”
There was a twitch that just might have been the beginnings of a smile. “I thought you said that it was impossible to keep a secret around here?”
So she was weakening. And so were Katie's knees. The thought of spending even just half an hour with Carson completely alone was enticing. A lock of hair had escaped and was tickling at Carson's sharp cheekbone and she kind of wanted to brush it away, tuck it behind a neat, pink ear, but she didn't.
Instead she put the bottle on the counter and dashed around the clinic, locking the door and closing every blind that she could find.
“There,” she said. “We're all hidden away, no one will ever know that you decided to have a glass of wine after a long day. Satisfied?”
Carson glanced at the door, then at the wine and Katie knew she was tempted. She shouldn't be doing this, she told herself. It wasn't fair, not on her and not on Carson.
But she just couldn't help it.
It wasn't like she was planning on getting the woman drunk or anything. She definitely wasn't planning on anything other than loosening her up.
Watching Carson all day had been illuminating. The woman wasn't quite as detached and cold as she'd like people to believe.
Carson had worked the desk with grace and politeness, she'd helped out and been kind but not over-indulgent. It was a side of herself that Katie suspected the accountant kept hidden away and she was curious as to why.
Hell, she was curious full stop.
No, she wasn't planning on starting anything, even though Carson Maxwell was the first attractive woman to walk into Hartley in the last decade. But that didn't mean they couldn't be... friends. Was that the word she was looking for?
Carson bit her lip and Katie rolled her eyes. She picked up the bottle and stalked into the break-room. “You're locked in here now,” she said as she went. “You might as well have a drink while you're here.”
She smiled to herself as she heard footsteps following her, but didn't turn. She reached up into the top cabinet and pulled down two glasses.
“Here, undo this,” she said, passing the wine bottle back to Carson. “So, how long have you been working for Schuler and Mason?”
“Long enough,” Carson said, twisting off the bottle cap and handing it back.
Katie sighed. “I'm not a spy.” She raised her arms. “Feel free to pat me down and check for a wire.”
Shit.
The joke had come out of her mouth before she'd realized what she was saying and for a millisecond she considered what it would be like to be patted down by Carson who was staring at her and shaking her head.
“What?” she asked, defensively, lowering her arms.
“It's not about spying,” said Carson. “It's more... influence, I suppose. I'm here to write an objective report about the business that employs you. You shouldn't have any influence on the decisions that I make or the eventual recommendation that I make to my bosses.”
Katie poured wine into two tumblers. “Okay,” she said. “That seems fair, I guess. So we won't talk about work. Which leaves...” She creased her forehead in thought. “Oh, precisely nothing that we have in common.”
There was a moment of silence and then Carson laughed and picked up one of the glasses. “I don't know, it's not like we exactly know each other.”
“Given that we've just spent the entire day in the clinic together and that we're likely to spend a few more, perhaps we should change that,” Katie said with a grin. “In a totally non-fraternizing kind of way, of course.”
Carson opened her mouth to say something and Katie jumped in.
“I'm kidding,” she said. “I don't want to pressure you into staying. If you need to go, please, go. It's just...” Honesty was the best policy. “It's just that I'm curious. We don't get many strangers here and, well, sometimes I forget that there's a world outside Hartley.” Okay, mostly honest was the best policy.
A quick pause, then Carson smiled and clinked her glass against Katie's. “I guess I can understand that,” she said. “And it's just a drink. It's not like other clients don't take me out to restaurants, I guess.”
“Oh, so you are allowed to eat with other people?” Katie asked, eyebrow raised.
“Only if we don't look at each other,” said Carson solemnly.
Katie laughed. “So, we're not allowed to talk about work. What about you? Tell me something about you.”
Carson shrugged, leaning up against the break-room counter. “What's to tell? I grew up in the city, only child. Um, I guess my parents were pretty pushy, demanding but in a good way.”
“Meaning?” Katie asked.
“Meaning that they wanted me to succeed. I wanted me to succeed. I always loved math at school, so studying finance seemed to be the natural choice. I started out at a small accounting firm, but I've worked my way up, and, well...”
“You intend to keep moving in a generally upward direction,” said Katie. She looked down at Carson's heeled shoes and wondered if they cost more or less than her monthly salary. More, she was guessing.
“Pretty much,” Carson said. “What about you? I guess you were born here?”
Katie shook her head. “No, not at all. I chose here.” Which made it even more precious in her eyes.
“You did?” Carson asked and Katie almost laughed at the look of disbelief on her face.
“I did. I like Hartley. I like the small town feeling, I like feeling like everyone is my family.” She paused to take a sip of the potent wine. “Hardly surprising, given that I was a foster child, shunted around between families. I needed some stability when I got older.”
She saw Carson want to ask and saw that her manners wouldn't let her and took pity on her.
“Never met my dad, no idea who he is, and my mom died in a wreck when I was four. I barely remember her.”
Carson's mouth opened again and Katie didn't want to hear the usual platitudes, didn't want Carson to be like everyone else.
“You've built a good life,” Carson said. “After a difficult beginning.”
And it wasn't what other people said. Katie could feel Carson's eyes burning into her and she forced herself to stop looking at the floor. But then she saw Carson's lips and was thinking about something else altogether.
“It is a good life,” she said, not knowing what else to say and desperately trying not to think about Carson's mouth.
A generous, wide mouth that didn't smile as often as it should.
“And what...” Carson began.
Katie frowned as Carson froze. Then there was a high-pitched sound that it took Katie a second to realize was a scream and suddenly, without any warning at all, Carson was next to her. Carson was touching her, hands gripping her shoulders as the accountant pressed against her back, hiding away, using Katie as a shield.
Katie's pulse pounded as she felt every inch of Carson pressed up against her back. A thrilling warmth ran through her and for a moment she forgot entirely anything else in the world but the feeling of Carson, the warmth of her, the sighing of her breath in her ear, the throbbing of the heart-beat behind her.
“What is that?” moaned Carson.
Which flicked Katie back to life. She looked to where Carson's shaking finger was pointing, narrowed her eyes to see better, then laughed.
“It's a wolf spider,” she said. “You see them all the time around here. They're perfectly harmless, though big, I'll grant you that.”
Carson moaned again and Katie balled her hands into fists to stop herself reaching back, to stop herself clutching Carson to her, to stop herself... fraternizing, she thought with a wry smile. She took a breath, cleared her throat and stepped forward with purpose.
“I'll let the poor thing outside,” she said, reaching for an empty coffee cup.
“Uh-huh,” Carson said, reaching for her wine glass and draining it.
Better to nip this in the bud. It was getting too close, too exciting, too much. Katie hated herself for doing it, but she did it anyway.
“And if you don't want any gossip about being locked in the clinic with the town nurse, you should probably be getting out of here.”
“Right, yes, of course,” Carson said.
And she was skirting around the walls of the break-room, avoiding the spider at all costs, and then was disappearing back out into reception.
Katie's heart-beat slowly returned to normal. She took the coffee cup and a flyer from a stack of pharmaceutical ads by the door and slowly approached the spider, scooping it up safely.
“There's no denying it,” she whispered to the creature. “I've got a crush.” Her stomach twirled with the idea. “It's not like I meant it to happen.”
The spider waved a leg at her.
“Hey, I didn't. And it's not like anything will come from it either, so there's no use getting excited about things.” She tilted the cup slightly to keep the arachnid safe. “Come on, let's get you outside, shall we?”



Chapter Fourteen
Given that being attracted wasn't particularly an option in Hartley, Carson guessed that practically jumping into Katie's arms at the sight of a spider wasn't a particularly smart move.
It had been a huge spider though. In her defense.
No, strike that. Agreeing to a drink in the first place hadn't been a smart move. She didn't know what had come over her other than the fact that yes, she was definitely attracted, and the blinds had been closed and Schuler and Mason was a thousand miles away.
She walked down the street, staying to the shady side, not that it made that much difference. Her clothes stuck to her with sweat and she cursed herself for walking to work. She hadn't considered the walk home.
But then, that was seeming to be a running theme in Hartley, not considering the consequences of things.
It really was quite clear and plain and simple. Fraternization was forbidden. And she still didn't especially know what the word meant. Except she had the feeling that whatever she was feeling for Katie Robinson definitely fell under the heading of what Schuler and Mason would consider fraternization.
She loved her job.
She skipped a step and almost tripped over an uneven paving stone, dodging to get back into the shade. The street was empty. No one else was dumb enough to be out in this heat.
Did she though?  Love her job?
It was challenging, she loved that part. She loved succeeding. She loved the money, the trappings that came with it. But the actual job?
In the end, it didn't particularly matter whether the money and success came from Schuler and Mason or somewhere else, she supposed.
She squinted into the bright sunlight, seeing movement across the street, seeing a woman putting a bowl of water out for a dog sleeping safely under a porch and then retreating back inside to the cool of her home.
For an instant she understood.
For just a flash she got it.
What it would be like to live here, to have everything decided, to have no competition, to have what she needed and no more, to have security and friends and a community.
For the briefest moment she understood why Katie had chosen this place.
Which didn't mean it was the place for her, of course. Hartley was far too perfect, far too small, far too boring.
And yet, what must it be like to live without that constant pressure? It had always been there. She'd always had that weight on her shoulders, the heaviness of needing to succeed, needing to be the best.
If she didn't have it, she thought she might just be so light that she'd float away into that big, big sky.
Then she snorted to herself and slid back into the shadows and kept walking. Because this wasn't a life changing moment.
Katie Robinson was a perfectly pleasant human being who just happened to be rather attractive.
Those deep blue eyes, that messy blonde hair, the way her scrubs slipped off her shoulder to show the strap of a tank. Or was it a bra? Carson's heart sped up at the thought.
And there she went again. Thinking with organs that weren't her brain.
She had a job to do, and she hadn't done half of it today, which meant she'd be working into the evening. At least that should keep her mind off stray nurses with messy hair and kissable lips. And an unhealthy bravery around large spiders.
“OH, YOU'RE HERE,” Ellen said, looking up from a magazine she was reading at the kitchen table. “I wasn't sure when to expect you. You look...” She peered closer. “Hot,” she finished.
With a river of sweat running down her back and her hair sticking to the back of her head, Carson could do nothing more than mumble about a shower and escape off to her room.
Ten minutes later, refreshed and clean, she returned.
“You didn't tell me if you wanted dinner,” Ellen said from the kitchen.
Crap. She'd forgotten. And now she was back and clean and she'd need to go out to the diner again if she wanted to eat. She remembered a pack of airline pretzels in her luggage and wondered if she could make do.
Ellen popped her head around the doorway. “But I was just making a sandwich for myself if you happened to want something?”
Carson's shoulders loosened and she nodded. “If it's no trouble?” Anything not to have to go out into that insane heat again.
“No trouble at all,” chirped Ellen. “You sit yourself down at the island there and I'll whip us both up something real quick. And you can tell me all about your day. Is Doctor Donna back on her feet yet? Or should I say foot?”
She chattered on and Carson felt the stress of the day leaving her, felt herself being hypnotized by Ellen's words until a sudden silence shocked her out of her daze. She looked up to see Ellen looking at her.
“Mustard or mayo, dear? Or both?”
“Um, mustard please.”
“A girl after my own heart. You know, it took a lot of persuading to get Glenn to get Dijon in, but I think it was worth it.”
Carson laughed. “You get to design his stock list for him?”
Ellen frowned over at her. “How else would he know what his customers are going to buy?” she asked.
Carson thought about trying to explain the intricacies of market research and stock-taking but decided not to. Sitting on the tall stool had reminded her of the diner, which in turn had reminded her of Trudy's mysterious comment about things the town didn't talk about.
“You must have lived here a long time,” she started.
“Born and bred in Hartley,” Ellen said stoutly, putting a plate with a thick sandwich on it in front of Carson.
“It's a sweet town,” Carson said, wondering just what to say to get the woman to open up. “I bet there's not a lot that goes on here without you knowing about it.”
Ellen laughed. “A gnat couldn't hiccup without the whole town knowing about it.”
Carson cringed at the thought of Katie drawing the blinds in the clinic, locking the door. Surely no one could know about that? She glanced at Ellen, who was busy taking a bite out of her sandwich, and decided that she didn't know.
If Ellen had suspected anything, she'd have said something. Keeping quiet wasn't exactly the woman's forte.
“So, what's the gossip then?” she asked conversationally.
“Hmm. Well, Glenn at the shop has said that he's getting his living room painted, but Rob says he hasn't flown any paint in, so we're all wondering what's going on there.”
Carson nodded as though the tit-bit was especially interesting. “What about scandal?” she asked innocently. “What's the biggest scandal that Hartley's ever seen? I bet there's some juicy things buried under the beautiful exterior.”
Ellen's eyes lit up, she held her sandwich with both hands, and Carson's heart beat harder. Maybe she was actually going to get proof of her theory that Hartley was too good to be true. She shuffled forward on her stool.
“Well,” Ellen began. “There was...”
Then the light in her eyes went out. She cleared her throat.
“Well,” she said again. “We don't like to talk about that, to be honest. How's the sandwich, dear?”
All Carson's hopes collapsed in a heap. What the hell was it, this mysterious secret? Her mouth watered with the idea of knowing, simply because no one was willing to tell her. Plan foiled again, she settled more comfortably onto her seat.
“The sandwich is lovely, thank you,” she said politely.
SHE SAT CROSS-LEGGED on the bed, laptop open in front of her, concentrating on her work as best she could.
Outside, cicadas chirped into the darkness and she'd opened the windows to let in air that was slightly cooler than it had been during the day.
She was just going over some figures when her phone buzzed.
“How's life in Pleasantville?” Nichelle texted.
“Haha. Busy,” she responded.
“Not married with 2.4 kids yet?”
“As if.”
“Come on, there's not a single good prospect in town?”
Carson took a breath. Maybe that was part of the reason she'd agreed to the ill-advised drink with Katie. She was lonely. It happened. Traveling so much, being away from everyone, she was allowed to be lonely.
And that didn't make Katie a prospect. She wasn't looking for prospects. She was looking to get her career back on track. Something that she'd almost forgotten in the rush of the last couple of days.
For a moment, she thought about trying to explain things to Nichelle. But then the thought of trying to get her to understand the accident and working in the clinic and Katie and the small town's secret and everything else just seemed like too much trouble.
There was no way she'd understand.
“No,” she texted back. “Pleasantville is devoid of prospects.”
And the lie lurked in the back of her head for the rest of the night.



Chapter Fifteen
Olive pulled her jacket back on and flashed a grin at Katie. “Now that's the littlest prick I've ever had,” she chortled.
Katie sighed at the old innuendo and then grinned back. “Olive, you really should be doing these shots yourself.”
“Psh, I need to catch up with what's going on around town. Besides, seeing your lovely face is the high point of my week. I'll miss you when you're gone.”
Gone. Even the word set up a storm inside her belly. Her grin got wider, more forced. “And why would I be gone?” she asked.
“What, with you taking that big medical school test and all,” said Olive, sliding to her feet.
Katie's stomach calmed down. For a second she'd thought that Olive knew something about the fate of the clinic that she didn't. “Oh, that. That's nothing to worry about. I might not even take it this year, let alone pass it.”
“You can do whatever you set your heart to, young lady,” said Olive. “You're a smart girl and a pretty one too. Too bad that things didn't work out with that nosy outsider out there.”
“Olive! Carson isn't nosy, she's got a job to do is all.”
“Which is why she's going all around town asking about our secrets and scandals, is it?” Olive asked. “You ask me, the sooner she's out of here, the better.”
Half of Katie wanted to agree. The half that just wanted her regular old life back. Her uncomplicated life. The other half, the half that was practically chomping at the bit to jump into bed with Carson Maxwell sort of wished she'd stick around.
She blushed, feeling the heat rising in her cheeks, even though she'd only thought about Carson in bed, not actually said anything, or, God forbid, done anything.
“Oh, getting all hot and bothered are you?” Olive teased.
“Not at all,” Katie said. “It's just a hot flush, that's all.”
“You're far too young for that, young lady,” countered Olive. She leaned in a little closer and winked. “Don't you worry, I won't be telling anyone about your crush.”
Katie heartily wished she could believe that, but she'd lived in Hartley far too long to think that her red cheeks weren't going to be the talk of the day at the diner before long. Oh well, she guessed that she'd already hit on Carson in front of everyone, it wasn't like her heart was a secret.
Olive slipped out of the curtain, leaving it cracked open slightly. Just enough that Katie could see Carson sitting at the reception desk, her dark head bowed over her paperwork. Her profile was even and neat and her face was softer when she didn't think anyone was looking.
A stupid crush.
Olive was right.
The sooner Carson was out of here, the better.
IT WAS HOTTER than hell and not even the faintest breeze stirred the Founder's Day posters pinned up all along the main street. Katie stretched her face up to the sun, feeling the heat of it tightening her skin.
Hot as hell and it wasn't even August yet. Things were going to get worse. The grass would dry out, the lake levels would sink, all par for the course for a summer in the isolated little town.
She strolled along the street, knowing that walking any faster would just melt her into a puddle by the time she reached Donna's house.
In the course of a normal day she might be considering heading down for the lake right about now, jumping into the cool water, letting it slip over her skin. But Donna had sounded both bored and irritated on the phone when she'd called for advice on Cassie Winton's ear infection.
“It's only me,” she called through the screen door when she got to the doctor's clapboard house.
“About damn time, I was starting to think y'all had forgotten I existed,” Donna grumbled. “Let yourself in, I'm not about to get up for nothing.”
Yep, cranky just about covered it, Katie thought, popping open the screen door.
“We haven't forgotten you, as should be blatantly obvious,” she said, once she'd stepped inside and seen the flowers, magazines, candies and tupperware meals that the town had showered on their only doctor.
“Fine. But I'm damn bored in here and hot and starved for decent conversation.” Donna was propped up on the couch, her plastered leg lying on the coffee table.
Katie rolled her eyes. “Coffee?”
“And a Pop Tart.”
“Coming right up.”
She went into the tiny kitchen and got to work. “Has everyone in town been in to see you?” she asked, seeing even more tupperware in the kitchen.
“Just about,” said Donna. “What's new at the clinic?”
“Not a lot. Nothing we couldn't handle, anyway. But Jake Messner's coming back to town the day after tomorrow. I got his reports from the cardio unit to show you. I thought we should come up with a treatment plan for him, make sure he gets off on the right foot now that he's had a scare.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Donna said.
Katie went back into the living room, handing a coffee to Donna and sliding an aluminum package of Pop Tarts onto the coffee table.
“How's the executioner working out?”
“Executioner?” Katie sank down into an armchair. Donna's home was cozy and sunny, and the air-conditioning was working hard enough that goosebumps popped up on her arms.
“You know, Carson Maxwell?”
Katie sighed. “She's working hard. Really trying. I mean, I honestly couldn't have gotten through the last few days without her. She screwed up with the truck, but she's making up for it now. There's bags the size of suitcases under her eyes, so I'm guessing she's not getting as much done at the clinic as she'd hoped and is having to stay up half the night working.”
Donna grunted.
“Oh, come on, she's not that bad.”
“So, how's that crush working out for you, then?”
Katie let the question hang in the air, wondering whether or not to deny it. But Donna was her best friend. Besides, everyone in town seemed to know that she had feelings for Carson. What was the point in denying it?
“Still there,” she said.
Donna raised an eyebrow. “So? Why don't you give it another shot? She's not going to be here forever. You might as well get your fun while you can.”
“Because her company has a non-fraternization policy and she's a stickler for the rules.”
Donna practically spat out a fountain of coffee. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly. We actually ate at the diner at the same time the other night and had to sit in separate booths. Back-to-back.”
Another snort of laughter. “Jesus, Kate.” Donna leaned forward far enough to put her coffee down. “You know one of the nicest things about Hartley?”
Katie shrugged.
“It's really, really fucking far away from anywhere else.”
“Okay,” she said slowly.
“What I mean is, that Hartley can sometimes kind of seem like it's outside of reality. Which can be a good and a bad thing. But in this instance, maybe a good thing. Sure, everyone in town will know if you have some kind of dalliance with this woman, but it's not like anyone else ever will.”
“I'm not sure I need your encouragement in this.”
“Of course you do,” Donna scoffed. “You need a life, Katie. You need some fun, some love, some action, whatever. You deserve something for yourself. You spend all your time helping other people, why not take a little cream for you? I'm not saying I adore the woman, but you could definitely do worse.”
“Don...”
“Look, if you don't try, you'll never know is all I'm saying. Maybe this is the one, or maybe this is nothing at all. But you won't know if you don't try. So ask her out again. Maybe not quite so publicly. Go on a walk in the woods or something, spend a little time together, do something, see what happens.”
Katie shook her head and smiled. “Your support is... over-whelming.”
“Doctor's orders.”
“I'll think about it.” As though she could ever come to a decision. The idea of being alone in the woods with Carson was dangerously exciting. And not a good idea. At all.
Donna grunted. “Show me those files on Jake then.”
It took a half hour to go over everything that needed to be done and after Katie washed up the coffee cups and put them away neatly.
“It's weird not having you at the clinic,” she said, getting ready to go.
“Yeah, well, you don't need to worry about that anymore,” said Donna.
“I don't?”
“I'm coming in tomorrow.”
“Don—”
The doctor waved her hands around. “No, no, no, I don't want to hear it. I'm going stir crazy in here by myself. Paul Haliday is picking me up in the morning and bringing me in. I'll sit in the break-room and be a font of knowledge for you. It'll save on the phone bills.”
And mean that Katie and Carson wouldn't be alone.
Katie took a deep breath, hating herself for not being happier for her friend, for thinking of her own selfish wants first. “Okay, okay, as long as you think it'll be alright.”
“It'll be fine, trust me, I'm a doctor.”
Katie grinned and took her leave and tried to be happy. After all, this was what she wanted, getting her regular life back on track. But the sun seemed dimmer and a mosquito buzzed around her ear and she felt cranky and irritated.
Maybe she'd caught crankiness from Donna.
Or maybe she just regretted not taking a chance with Carson when there'd been no one around to see them.



Chapter Sixteen
Carson plonked her coffee down on the reception desk and fanned herself with a random prescription pad.
“It's not getting any cooler out there,” she said to no one in particular.
“It's the middle of summer,” said Katie, pulling on a scrub top and coming out of the break-room. “It's not likely to get much cooler. Plus, the mosquitoes are only going to get bigger.”
Carson shuddered. “How on earth do you people live out here? It's like being on the surface of the sun.”
“Not in the winter,” countered Katie. “Besides, most people don't live directly in the middle of town. Head out into the woods and mountains and it's much cooler. Or go take a dip in the lake, that's where you'll find most people once work finishes for the day.”
“Eugh. Nature.”
Katie laughed and Carson found herself turning just to see her face, just to see how her smile looked, how her eyes looked.
“What's everyone laughing about in there without me?” said a voice from the break-room.
Carson frowned and Katie sighed. She leaned in close so that Carson could smell the fruity scent of shower gel. Carson's head started to pound and her mouth went dry. “Donna's here,” whispered Katie. “And she's cranky as all get out, I'd recommend staying out of her way.”
Carson gripped the edge of the desk, feeling dizzy. A deep, full breath of Katie's scent and her head was swimming and she could almost taste her.
“Jeez, calm down there,” Katie said, putting a hand on the small of Carson's back.
And Carson's insides melted and started to form a pool between her legs and she was having trouble breathing.
“It's just Donna, it's fine,” said Katie, oblivious to the melting problem. “I know you hit her with a truck, but honestly, she took it pretty well in the end. I don't think you need to be nervous of her.”
“Uh-huh,” Carson managed to say.
Katie removed her hand and took a step back. “You sure you're okay?”
And Carson recovered enough to be able to speak. “Totally fine,” she said. “I'd better go and say hello.”
Anything to get away from Katie, anything to break whatever weird connection had just happened. Carson's legs were shaking, everything was shaking, and she couldn't remember ever wanting anyone as much as she wanted Katie right this second.
It had come out of nowhere. The slightest touch. Honestly, who got turned on at eight o'clock on a Wednesday morning? There had to be some kind of law against that. Carson fanned herself with the prescription pad some more as Katie looked at her curiously, then ran away to find Donna.
She'd rather face the woman she'd literally knocked over than the one who was in danger of knocking her over.
“Oh, you're  here,” was the first thing Donna said. She was sitting on a desk chair, leg up on a table, laptop open in front of her.
“Yes,” Carson said. “Uh, I just wanted to say again—”
“Enough of all that,” Donna interrupted. “I've had enough sorrys to last me a lifetime. It was an accident, let's leave it at that. In the meantime, I need you to stick around here for another few days, at least until I'm mobile again. You okay with that?”
The doctor's eyes were sharp and Carson was half-afraid of her for some reason she couldn't pinpoint. And then there was Katie standing right next door. Katie who... Carson groaned. “Yes, yes, of course, I'll be here as long as you need me.”
Because what else could she say?
Even though her head was screaming at her to get away, to spend as little time around Katie as possible, to keep to the rules.
Even though her body was yelling at her to get a move on and get to persuading Katie to take her clothes off.
Even though she was sleep-deprived and on edge and starting to feel very much like she was swimming without a life preserver.
Even though Hartley was starting to feel like it was sucking her down some giant hole.
“Great,” Donna said. “Off you pop to reception then. People'll be coming in soon.”
Carson did as she was told. And she was relieved when she saw that Katie had already gotten to work and wasn't hanging around the desk any more.
THE AFTERNOON WAS wearing on, long and hot, when Carson's mobile rang. The waiting room was empty, Katie and Donna were discussing something in the break-room, and Carson was close to falling asleep in the heat.
So when she saw it was Nichelle calling, she decided to take her phone out into the afternoon and wake herself up a little.
“Is everything okay?” she asked as soon as she picked up the call. Nichelle didn't call often, and certainly not in the middle of a work day.
“I should ask you the same thing,” Nichelle laughed. “I'm sitting in a comfortable air-conditioned office, you're the one on top of a mountain.”
“I'm not literally on top of a mountain,” sighed Carson. She looked out over Main Street, the buildings shimmering in the heat.
“I thought I'd keep you apprised of the office gossip,” said Nichelle. “Since there's something you might find interesting.”
“Really?” Carson said, distractedly watching a bee float toward the drying flowers by the clinic window.
“Yo, Car, I'm trying to help here. Seriously. Listen up.”
She blinked. “Right, sorry. Tell me everything.” It was so easy to lose herself in the warm slowness of the town.
“I've been doing some digging,” said Nichelle. “And it looks like this whole clinic thing was a bit of a mistake. Well, maybe not a mistake, but not the best thought out decision in the world.”
“Okay,” Carson said. “Meaning?”
“Meaning it was a part of a lot in an auction and Schuler and Mason wanted something else that was in that lot and the clinic came as part of the package.”
“Uh-huh.” It happened.
“Listen, Car, you need to make a good impression here, I get that, and that's the only reason I'm calling you. The bottom line here is that the company already knows that this little town hospital isn't making them any money.”
Carson's skin started to prickle.
“So you need to be careful what you put in this report of yours. It's important that Schuler and Mason are seen to be doing the right thing.”
Carson closed her eyes against the brightness of the sun.
She knew exactly what Nichelle was saying without actually saying. If her report recommended keeping the clinic open then it would stay open, for another few months at least until another annual audit could happen. A few months when it would be losing the company money.
If her report recommended closing the clinic, however, the company would stop losing money.
As for doing the right thing, it was important that Schuler and Mason covered their asses and didn't leave themselves open to being sued by someone who found out that actually, the company's own auditor had recommended keeping the clinic open.
“You understand what I'm saying here, right?” Nichelle said.
“Yeah,” said Carson. “Yeah, I get it.”
She gritted her teeth. Whatever she thought, however she felt, now wasn't the time to express it. Not on the phone, not to Nichelle.
There was the sound of a sigh. “There's something else,” Nichelle said.
Carson looked back out to the street. It looked dusty and yellow in the bright sun. “What's that?”
“There was someone around asking questions about you. Someone from HR.”
Carson said nothing. She didn't need to. Both she and Nichelle could guess what that meant. HR weren't giving up the fight so easily. The investigation was still happening. People were looking into her and her character, trying to decide whether to give her the benefit of the doubt or not.
“You okay there?”
What was she supposed to say? “Fine, I'm fine. And... thank you.”
“It's nothing. You call me if you need me, or if there's something I can do.”
Carson agreed and hung up and then went back to looking out across the town.
One phone call. That was all it took.
The investigation was unfair, she knew that, but she guessed that she could understand why it actually needed to happen.
Closing the clinic though...
Her report meant nothing in the end. The clinic would close either now or months from now. The company had already made up their mind. And Carson didn't see where this left her. Compromising herself, her report, for the company was no different in her eyes than compromising herself by fraternizing with an employee. Both essentially meant having her report compromised.
For the first time in a long time, Carson really didn't know what to do.
And for the first time in forever she began to think that Schuler and Mason might not have her best interests at heart. The company she'd slaved for perhaps wasn't on her side at all. And the feeling was uncomfortable. Like finding out that Santa Claus wasn't real or that her parents were fallible.
The sun burned into her brain. She needed time to think about this. Time to figure out what she needed to do.
She turned back to the clinic.
In the meantime, she simply had to keep on doing her job. What else was there to do?



Chapter Seventeen
Rob came into the clinic just as Katie was wrapping up old Art's leg again.
“You make sure that you keep that clean and dry,” she told the man.
Art grunted. “I'll do what I can.” Then he leaned out of his cubicle. “And can I take that truck back if you're done running over people in it?” he shouted to Carson.
Carson paled a little but nodded and Katie bit back a smile.
“Now, what can I do for you?” she asked Rob, snapping off her gloves.
“I came in to see if there's anything you want to add to the shop list in the next few days,” the pilot said. “Once we get into Founder's Day week I'm gonna be running at full tilt just trying to keep up with supplies for that, so I wanted to get a head start on anything else beforehand.”
“I think we're looking pretty good,” Katie said. “But let me just check with Donna.”
She jogged back to the break-room. “Anything we're running low on?”
Donna looked up from her computer and shook her head. “Nope, we're looking good. Rob checking in?”
Katie nodded.
“Well remind him that the regular drug order will come in on Monday just like always, so he should save space for it.”
“Will do,” said Katie. Donna went back to her laptop and had such a look of focus on her face that Katie got suddenly curious. “What are you up to?”
“Nothing,” said Donna.
But Katie was too quick, she'd already stepped around the table anticipating Donna showing her something online. Having exhausted the internet of funny cat videos, Donna had been surfing Reddit for the last few days, finding the weirdest medical pics to test Katie on.
She saw the flash of a website and recognized the logo instantly.
“You're looking for a new job?” she whispered, barely believing it.
Donna flushed. “I'm keeping my options open and covering all bases,” she said. “That's all. And I'd have told you to do the same except you should be starting med school any day soon and won't have the time for a full time job.”
“I didn't even turn my application in,” Katie said. The shock of the betrayal made her feel cold. How could Donna think of leaving the clinic?
“You didn't?” Donna asked.
Katie opened her mouth to explain then shrugged and just shook her head.
“Kat, calm down. I haven't applied for anything, I'm just seeing what's out there, that's all. If the clinic stays open then I'm here to stay, trust me, there's nowhere else that I want to be. But if the Executioner out there decides we need to close then I need a backup plan. That's all. I swear.”
It made sense. Katie swallowed, nodded. “Okay. I guess I get that. You're not leaving?”
Donna looked down at her plastered leg. “I could hardly run away now, could I?”
A small smile escaped. “Guess not.” She turned to go back to Rob but turned back when she reached the doorway. “She's not going to close us. She wouldn't. She's worked here, seen how important the clinic is to the town.”
“Just because you want to leap into bed with her doesn't mean that she'll keep an entire business running for you,” said Donna.
“I know that. But...” How to explain? How to tell Donna that Carson wasn't as cool and calm and collected as she appeared. How to show her the patience and empathy she'd seen Carson show patients when she thought no one was looking?
“I'm kidding with you,” Donna said. “This is just me being a worry-wart, that's all it is.” Her face brightened. “Oh, tell Rob to fly in more Pop Tarts.”
“I'll get a crate just for you,” Katie said, feeling a little calmer and finally really smiling. Donna was right to have a backup plan. Not that she was going to need it. But she knew that the doctor worried more than she let on about a lot of things.
She bustled back into the clinic to see a short figure sitting on the reception desk, Carson leaning backward out of the way, obviously trying to stay as far from the child as she could.
“What's all this?” Katie said, rounding the desk. “Ah, if it isn't Mikey Stillwater. What are you up to? Been head-butting trash cans again?”
“He has not,” Carson said. “But he has brought in some kind of...” She paled. “Some sort of multi-legged creature,” she finished.
Katie raised an eyebrow at Mikey, who proffered a matchbox in a grubby hand. “S'not a multi-legged creature. It's a stink bug. Found it down by the dock.”
Katie refrained from making the pedantic point that the stink bug was a creature and certainly had multiple legs. “I see,” she said, carefully. “And what are you doing down by the dock?”
“He's helping me out,” Rob said, coming back from the small bathroom. “He's my first mate, aren't you Mikey?”
Mikey nodded solemnly and the matchbox on his hand twitched. There was a small shriek from Carson's direction.
“Hey, Mikey, why don't you go let that bug go outside?” Katie said.
“Don't wanna.”
“Would you like being kept in a box all day?” she asked.
Mikey's face creased in thought, then he shook his head.
“Right, so go let the bug go, 'kay?”
He nodded and jumped down from the desk, sauntering out, matchbox in hand.
“First mate?” Katie asked.
Rob shrugged. “He's a good kid. But Rita's at work all day and school's out for the summer now.” He scratched his nose.
“And you felt sorry for him,” finished Katie.
He shrugged again. “He's got no dad. Yeah, I feel bad for the kid. He's naughty, I get that, but I think it's just lack of attention. And I thought if maybe I gave him a bit of a chance around the plane, I'd give him some direction, you know, give him some meaning. Or at least someone else to talk to.”
“What happened to his father?” Carson asked.
Rob turned to her. “Farm accident,” he said.
“The helicopter couldn't get here in time,” said Katie. “He bled out.” She didn't say more, didn't talk about the flood of red that had swept through the clinic when Donny Stillwater had been brought in. Didn't talk about how white he'd been when he'd died, how she'd looked in his eyes and seen nothing there.
“It's good of you to take an interest,” she told Rob.
“Ach, he's a good kid really. Keeps me on my toes anyway. So, is there anything you need added to the shop list or not?”
Katie told him what they needed and bid him goodbye.
“What's a stink bug?” Carson asked, once the pilot had left.
“You should have let Mikey show you!”
Carson shivered. “God, no. I can't stand things like that. Actually, nature isn't really my thing.”
“Can't say that I'd noticed,” Katie said, biting back a grin and leaning on the reception desk. She got a whiff of scent and recognized the smell of Carson's shampoo immediately. Her stomach rolled over and her breath came faster.
“Just not my scene,” Carson said.
And Katie was watching her lips remembering how it had felt when Carson hid behind her, pressed up against her back, hiding from the spider. “Aw, come on, nature's beautiful. You're just concentrating on the icky parts. What about a sunset? Or a panoramic view?”
“Not my scene,” said Carson again.
Katie's heart was hammering now and she was thinking of what Donna had told her about taking her chance, she was thinking of how Carson's lips looked, and she was not thinking at all. All at the same time.
“Let me show you,” she said. The words came bursting out without thought but now they were out there, she was excited, nervous, and slightly sick.
“What?” Carson said.
She leaned in a little, letting her scrub top fall down over her shoulder, knowing that Carson was interested, knowing that they both wanted this whatever obstacles might be standing in their way. Carson had never told her no. Not directly.
“Let me show you. Tomorrow's Saturday, the clinic's closed all afternoon, come with me and I'll show you the forest trail. It's stunning. You have to take some time off, right? We can't go far, I'll be on call, but we can go out for an hour or so.”
Carson was taking a breath, starting to speak, but Katie over-rode her.
“Yeah, no fraternization, got it. But I'll, I don't know, walk ten steps ahead of you? Come on, it's like twenty degrees cooler up there. You should see the forest and mountains while you're here.”
“Twenty degrees cooler?” Carson's eyes were straying down to Katie's cleavage and Katie leaned in even more.
One chance. Why blow it? She liked Carson. Carson liked her. An hour away from town wasn't long. But it might be long enough to decide if there was anything worth pursuing.
“Okay, maybe ten. But it is beautiful. And it's just a walk. Not dinner, not drinks, not anything else.” Katie hesitated, then added: “And I'll protect you from all insects.”
“Even spiders?” Carson's eyes were dancing.
“Even spiders,” Katie agreed.



Chapter Eighteen
“I thought you were going to protect me from insects,” Carson said, flapping her arms around in frustration. A large bite was already itching on her shoulder.
“Even I don't have the magic power of keeping mosquitoes away,” said Katie. “Though come to think of it, that wouldn't be the worst super power to have.”
Carson groaned and scratched at her shoulder.
Why had she agreed to this?
The simple answer was that she'd agreed because Katie had been leaning over the desk and hormones had taken over and in the face of an attractive woman she didn't have the strength to say no.
The more complicated answer was, well, pretty much the same as the simple answer now that she came to think about it. This was a bad idea, she shouldn't be here, she didn't like nature anyway, but here she was. But there was so much to think about with the clinic and HR and all the rest of it that she'd wanted a chance just not to think at all for an hour.
Besides, a near sleepless night had been spent thinking about how to get out of the trip, and then, faced with Katie this morning, she'd yet again let her hormones do the thinking.
Which was ridiculous given that she was a grown woman with a sensible mind of her own.
“Hold still,” Katie was saying, pulling a can of spray from her small backpack.
“Why are there mosquitoes here anyway, don't they only come out at night?” Carson said, before screwing her mouth and eyes tight shut so that Katie could spray her down with repellent.
“It's constantly twilight under the trees, there's plenty of mud and lake water around, so the mozzies make themselves at home and come out whenever they like,” Katie said. “And you're all sprayed down, so let's get a move on, shall we?”
She tramped off and Carson followed her if only because she really didn't want to be left alone in the woods.
“What exactly is appealing about this?” she asked as she caught up.
Katie laughed. “Well, some people actually like nature. You know, find it interesting and pretty. Then there's the exercise, always good for the heart. And breathing clean, fresh air is nice.”
“You sure it's not just getting away from town and all those eyes and wagging tongues?” Carson asked.
“That's probably part of it,” said Katie. “Some time alone isn't bad.” She glanced at Carson. “Do you really hate Hartley that much?”
Carson frowned at the question. “No, no, I don't hate the town. I really don't. It's just... outside my comfort zone maybe. And it all seems too perfect, too sweet, too supportive, too... something.”
“Huh, it's never seemed that way to me,” Katie said, slowing her pace just a little as they started up an incline.
“Maybe it's just a front, a façade put up for me because I'm an outsider,” Carson shrugged. “But I do feel like I'm in a fifties sit-com sometimes. Honestly, coffee for a buck fifty.” It was her turn to glance at Katie. “It can't have been easy for you either.”
“I don't know, the town welcomed me, I never really felt like too much of an outsider.”
Carson cleared her throat. “That's not really what I meant. I meant more, well, you know, the, er...” Why exactly had she started this line of questioning? It was none of her damn business. Except she wanted to be sure, perfectly sure, that Katie was the person she thought she was. “I mean being like us,” she finished, lamely.
“Women?” Katie said as they crested a hill.
“No, gay,” said Carson.
Katie stopped and laughed. “Yeah, I was kidding,” she said. “And to be honest, nope, the whole gay thing has never been a problem so far. Well, other than the fact that there's a distinct lack of single gay women in the general area.”
“There's a distinct lack of pretty much everything in the general area,” Carson said.
“Oh, I wouldn't say that,” said Katie. She took a couple of steps forward so that they broke out of the tree line and Carson's mouth dropped open. “We've got plenty of trees, for example. And sky, we've got a whole bunch of that.”
A valley had opened up below them, lakes dotting the hillsides, mountains stretching away out of sight, sky filling all the space around them.
Carson looked out, drinking it in. She'd never felt so... so small, so unimportant, and yet so much a part of something bigger than herself. Her heart beat painfully in her chest and when she blinked she discovered to her surprise that her eyes were filled with tears.
“See,” Katie said, her voice lower and quieter. “Sometimes you need to see something that fills you with awe, just so you know what awe feels like. Just so you can carry that feeling away with you and remember it.”
The sun shone down and the insects buzzed and Carson ignored them all, just watching, seeing the way that the trees all melded together, how the lakes sparkled, how the sky arched overhead.
“Come on,” Katie said after a while. “We need to head back. I'm still on call, remember?”
Carson nodded quietly and turned to follow Katie.
But she couldn't help taking one last look back. “Thank you,” she said as she glanced over her shoulder.
“For what?” laughed Katie.
It happened as she was turning back.
A large tree root had pushed up from the earth, making a break for freedom, and Carson didn't see it in the slightest.
She was turning back to thank Katie again when her foot hit something hard and she suddenly felt the ground flying out from under her and her heart beat into panic mode and she half-closed her eyes against the pain she was sure was coming.
Then safe, sure hands caught her, wrapped around her upper arms, steadied her. But she didn't open her eyes again. Didn't let her heartbeat slow. Didn't let anything stop what came next.
Because she knew it was coming, knew even though she had her eyes closed, even though she could see nothing.
For an agonizing second it didn't happen.
Then it did and the whole world changed.
✽✽✽
 
She couldn't stop it.
Carson's lips were so close, the pull was so strong, that Katie couldn't stop it.
One second she was holding on to Carson, steadying her, helping her find her feet. The next, she was leaning in, brushing Carson's lips with her own, startled at her own daring, terrified that this was the wrong thing to do and yet sure that it was the only thing to do.
She felt warm softness, heard Carson inhale, waited for the longest second of her life until finally, inevitably, Carson began to kiss her back.
And then she fell into a sparkling, deep hole of sensation that she couldn't even describe. She didn't know where Carson began and she ended. She felt Carson reach up and pull her closer, she felt her pulse pounding, and she was losing her breath, floating away into the bigness of the sky over the mountains.
It was Carson that pulled back. Only a little, but enough that Katie could look into her eyes.
“That was... quite something,” Carson said hoarsely.
Katie laughed a little. “Wasn't it?”
Carson looked down. “Katie...”
And Katie pulled away. “No. I know what you're going to say, and no, I don't want to hear it. Not yet. First, I need to know something. I need a real, honest to God answer. Taking nothing else into account, not where we are or who I am or who you work for, do you want this?” Her heart caught in her throat. “Do you want me?”
Carson looked up again, looked deep into her eyes and Katie could see the darkness of the green where her irises met her pupils. Then slowly, she nodded.
“Then that's all that matters,” Katie said. “Life is short, Carson. Life is short and sometimes brutal and painful, and taking what you need, taking what you want, it can't be that bad, can it? Even if this is only for a day or two days, or an hour, how can we deny all of this?”
Carson's eyes closed again and for a second Katie thought she was going to turn away. But she didn't. Instead she opened her eyes.
“Nobody can know about this.”
Katie swallowed. “Fine, then nobody will know.” It wasn't a promise she could make exactly. But she didn't plan on telling anyone, not if Carson didn't want her to.
Green eyes burned like fire and Katie's heart stopped until Carson moved.
Then she was pushed up against a tree trunk, the roughness of the bark prickling against her back and Carson was taking her face in her hands and cupping her chin and coming in closer and closer until their lips were touching again.
Katie moaned, pressing herself hard against Carson, letting her hips push upward, begging shamelessly for more contact.
Carson's hands dropped to her hips, thumbs caressing the sharpness of her hipbones and Katie could hardly breathe, could hardly think, could hardly believe what was about to happen.
“Nobody can know,” Carson whispered.
“Nobody will know,” she whispered back.
Carson's fingers danced around the waistband of her shorts and Katie felt her pulse between her legs.
And then Katie's phone rang.



Chapter Nineteen
After the cool of the forest, the walk down Main Street was even hotter and clammier than before. Carson watched the ground as she walked, wondering what she'd done, what she'd started.
Katie had kissed her soundly at the edge of the forest and then skipped off, needing to deal with a minor emergency. Leaving Carson to deal with her own emergency of conscience.
She shouldn't have kissed her. But she'd wanted to. And she'd do it again. Hell, she'd do more given the chance. Katie Robinson made her heart hurt and her stomach ache and her libido shoot through the roof.
Just one more thing to add to the pile of troubles that was already on her shoulders.
“You look like you've lost a dollar and found a nickel,” said a voice.
Carson saw paws. Lots of paws. She looked up to see Anna-Leigh Brandon smiling at her. “Hi,” she said uncertainly.
Anna-Leigh's kindly blue eyes regarded her, then her smile got wider. “You're just the person I needed to see,” she said. “Can I ask you a favor?”
Carson shrugged. “Sure.” Why not? It wasn't like she was doing anything else. Something to stop her brooding about her life falling apart, at her inability to make good decisions, seemed like a sound idea right about now.
“Good, good,” Anna-Leigh said. “Follow me then. Watch out for Billy, he bites.”
And she stomped off down the street trailing all three dogs, leaving Carson to follow.
“This is the town hall,” Anna-Leigh said, when they drew up outside a small white house.
“This is the town hall.”
“Well, it's not much of a town, so it's not much of a hall,” Anna-Leigh grinned. “But it's big enough for the job. Now come on inside to the cool. How about a drink? I've got soda, water, iced tea, and a liquor cabinet big enough for the Titanic. What can I interest you in?”
For a second, Carson thought about an ice-cold vodka. But it wasn't even four in the afternoon yet. “Just water would be fine.”
“Perfect. You go ahead in there,” the mayor pointed to a door. “I'll  be right with you.”
Carson opened the door to find a polished table surrounded by chairs, a window looking out onto the brightness of the street, and a fireplace blocked with a dried flower arrangement. The dogs flustered in after her, dropping down onto the rug by the fire.
One end of the table had stacks of paperwork on it, so Carson took a seat somewhere in the middle, wondering what she'd agreed to.
Doing the mayor a favor hadn't seemed like it could be dangerous. But now here she was sitting in the town hall. She'd expected... Actually, she didn't know what she'd expected. But given that the last time she'd met Anna-Leigh she'd ended up walking dogs, she should probably have considered this favor a little more carefully.
“Now, take a look at these,” Anna-Leigh said, coming into the room and depositing a file in front of Carson with one hand and a glass of water in front of her with the other.
“What are they?” Carson asked, opening the file.
“Estimates to get the road down by the lake tarmacked. Been a while since the last time it was done and there's going to be accidents if we're not careful.”
“And you need me to look at them because...?”
“You're the financial whizz,” Anna-Leigh said, taking her own seat in front of the paperwork at the end of the table. “You tell me. Just take a look at the estimates and tell me what you think. You'll find the town budget break-down at the front of the file.”
Carson frowned, but started looking through the papers anyway as Anna-Leigh began looking through papers of her own.
“So, I hear that you're curious about Hartley,” Anna-Leigh said after a few moments of busy silence.
“Curious?” Carson said, looking up. “I'm just... interested, I guess.”
“Poking around after scandal and gossip is what I hear,” said Anna-Leigh dryly. Her sensible gray hair was tucked behind her ears.
Carson felt herself blush a little. “I just... I, uh...”
Anna-Leigh laughed. “I get it,” she said. “We must seem old-fashioned to you. A little too good to be true. That's the way of small towns, I'm afraid. But believe me, we're far from perfect. We have the same problems anywhere else does. The difference is, we help each other solve our problems, that's all.”
Carson looked back down at the estimates. “Sounds nice,” she said, wishing for once there was someone to help her solve her own problems.
“Which sounds like you've got problems of your own,” said Anna-Leigh, turning a page and not looking at Carson.
What to say? It wasn't like she could tell the mayor anything. One hint of the clinic being closed and everyone in town would hate her. She still had to get her job done, like it or not. Besides, it wasn't like she'd actually decided what she was going to do. Not yet.
The options did seem rather limited though.
And then there was the whole Katie thing.
And Schuler and Mason.
And... and her place in the world. Carson suddenly felt like she was losing her place, like the rock steady ground under her feet had turned into jell-o.
“It's nothing,” Carson said stubbornly, looking down a list of prices.
Anna-Leigh said nothing and they continued to work and the situation continued to brew in Carson's head until the words just kind of escaped by themselves. Which later, Carson suspected had been Anna-Leigh's plan all along.
“It's just that... I'm loyal, I do what I'm supposed to do. Except now I don't know what I'm supposed to do because what I think is right and what... other people think is right aren't aligning and...” She sighed. “And it's hard to explain.” Especially without mentioning specifics.
Anna-Leigh took off her glasses and leaned back in her chair. “Tell me something, Ms. Maxwell, are you a good person?”
“I think so,” Carson said. “I try to do what's right, if that's what a good person is.”
“You've come into town asking questions and running people over with a truck,” pointed out Anna-Leigh.
“One person. I ran over one person. By accident.”
Anna-Leigh grinned. “That you did. And you helped out to make up for it. You stepped in at the clinic when you really didn't have to. Just like when I asked you for a favor just now and you said yes without even asking first what that favor was. Regretting that choice yet?”
Looking down at the pages of numbers Carson smiled and shook her head.
“I've got a good sense for people. That's important in a politician, even in a small place like this. You're a good person, Ms. Maxwell. And if you've made it this far in life then I don't see any reason why you should stop trusting your gut. If you think something is right, it probably is, regardless of what others think.”
Carson flicked through a couple more pages, letting the mayor's words sink in. She was right. Carson's gut hadn't steered her wrong yet. But what if this was the turning point?
“And maybe it'd do you good to realize that some people, some companies even, don't always have your best interests at heart. A company isn't a family, after all. They need to protect themselves, and will do so even at the cost of someone as talented as you are.”
“You're right,” Carson said, feeling the truth burn inside her. An uncomfortable truth. She'd worked hard for Schuler and Mason. But they didn't have to look after her, they didn't have to trust her or believe in her.
“In the end, you're the one that has to live with your conscience,” said Anna-Leigh, putting her glasses back on. “Nobody else.”
Too true. Carson didn't know whether that was helpful or not. Maybe it just put more pressure on her. She was beginning to think that there was no way out of Hartley without hurting someone. Maybe hurting herself.
“What do you know about all this anyway?” she asked, switching the subject.
“What does an old small-town mayor know about big companies, you mean?” said Anna-Leigh, eyes on her paperwork.
“Yes.”
She looked up, took her glasses off again. “I wasn't always a small-town mayor. I wasn't always old, for that matter. I started out as a financial analyst. I burned out, washed up here on a whim and never left. Hartley fits me now. I couldn't imagine being anywhere else.”
“Nice to know that outsiders are sometimes welcome,” Carson said. Then a thought struck her. “Wait a second, if you were a financial analyst, you don't need me to look at these numbers at all, do you?”
Anna-Leigh grinned and shook her head. “You looked like you needed someone to talk to. So I told you a white lie to get you inside. Though, to be fair, it always helps to have another set of eyes on the numbers.”
Carson muttered something about small-town interference and Anna-Leigh just laughed. “Tell me which contractor you'd go with and I'll reward you with a real drink,” she said. “How about that?”
So Carson settled down to it because if she was going to figure out what she was going to do, she really needed a drink first.



Chapter Twenty
Katie surveyed the stitches she'd inserted, neat and black and all in a row. Then she grinned. “You wouldn't get stitches like that anywhere else,” she said.
Kent Bryan peered down at his thigh. “Why not?”
“Because these were stitched with love.”
He made a fake gagging sound. “Seriously?”
“For real,” said Katie, solemnly.
He rolled his eyes and struggled to sit up further. “So I'm good to go then?”
“You've had a tetanus shot, you're all stitched up, I just gotta bandage you and you can go off on your way,” Katie said, grabbing the dressings that she needed. “And why exactly were you climbing over a rusty fence, or don't I want to know?”
The teenager went bright red, highlighting a spray of acne across his forehead and Katie laughed.
“Oh, let me guess, this wouldn't happen to be the fence that surrounds the yard of Marcy Beaton, would it?”
“Uh...”
“Aha.” She stretched a bandage out and lifted Kent's leg so she could work. “Well, Romeo, you might want to invest in a ladder, because getting stitched up every time you want to sneak into your girlfriend's house is going to get time consuming for both of us.”
“She's not my girlfriend,” Kent said, shifting uncomfortably.
“So what is she then?” asked Katie, knowing damn well that the two of them had been messing around with each other since last Founder's Day.
“She's... My complication,” said Kent.
Katie snorted. “Complication? I'm sure she appreciates that.”
He sighed. “She knows all about it. She says I'm the same for her. See, it's complicated, that's why the name. She wants to go off to college and I want to stay on the farm and start making some cash.”
“Hm.” She rolled medical tape over the edge of the bandage to secure it. “It'll work out, Kent, these things generally do. I wouldn't worry about it too much. Long distance relationships can work, you know?”
He nodded glumly. “I guess.”
“No more climbing the fence without a ladder,” she said. Especially not on Saturdays, she added in her head. Especially, especially not when I was about to... About to do whatever that was that had just almost happened in the woods.
Her heart sped up a little.
“You okay, nurse Katie?”
“Fine,” she said, pasting a smile on. “And you get off back to the farm. Your dad'll be looking for you, no doubt.”
Gently, he slid down off the bed, thanked her, and limped off.
Katie sighed as she watched him go. Complication. Yeah, she got that. More than got it. Was Carson going to be more than a complication? She had her doubts about this. Not about wanting  her, the hormone side of things was very much covered.
The wisdom of getting involved with the woman was what was in doubt.
She started clearing the cubicle and just the thought of the taste of Carson, of the feeling of those hands on her hips, was enough to make her blush a fiery red.
The interruption had been bad timing. Very bad timing. But maybe it had been for the best.
THE BREAK-ROOM WAS the coolest place in the clinic so she stopped by for a sit down before attempting the hot walk back to her apartment.
“Hello, stranger,” Donna said. She was sitting at a table, leg up, headphones around her neck, and a pile of colored paper surrounding her. “I heard you come in, but I didn't want to shout in case it was an emergency.”
“What are you doing here?” Katie asked, grabbing a diet soda from the refrigerator.
“It's a damn sight cooler than my house here,” grumbled Donna. “Plus, the wifi's better, so I had Paul Haliday bring me down after lunch. Anna-Leigh's got me folding napkins for the Founder's Day celebrations.” She gestured to the colored papers around her.
“Need a hand?” asked Katie. Anything to take her mind off Carson. Anything to stop her going home and questioning herself constantly about whether she was doing the right thing.
“Grab a seat,” Donna said. “And a Pop Tart, if you want one.”
For a while they worked in companionable silence, then Katie felt Donna's eyes on her. “What?” she said, putting the napkin she was working on down.
“You're not going to tell me?” asked Donna.
“Tell you what?”
Donna cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow.
“What?” Katie said. But she could already feel herself blushing again.
“Listen, half the town knows that you took Carson out for a walk in the woods. But given that I'm your best friend around these parts, only I know that there's a solid chance things might have gotten hot and heavy. So, did they?”
Katie squirmed. She couldn't tell. She'd promised she'd tell no one.
“Aha,” said Donna. “So something did happen and you've been sworn to silence.”
Katie grimaced and Donna laughed.
“Fine, fine, I won't grill you for details, girl.” She started humming under her breath and folding napkins.
“Don.”
“What?”
“The satisfied humming is... annoying.”
Donna sniffed, but stopped humming and started whistling instead.
And Katie broke. She hadn't told anyone, Donna had guessed, that wasn't her fault. “I don't know what I'm doing,” she said.
“Been that long, has it?” said Donna. “Well, when a little girl loves... a little girl in your case, they—”
“Not what I meant,” Katie interrupted before things got too detailed.
Donna sighed and kept folding napkins. “It's not good to regret things,” she said. “And in the end, we tend to regret the things we didn't do more than the things that we did. I've been there, girl. Trust me.”
“You have?” Katie asked, folding napkins obediently. Donna was notoriously close-mouthed about her personal life.
Donna put her napkin down. “There was someone in medical school,” she said. “I had a chance, and I didn't take it. And I've regretted it ever since. I didn't think things would work out with him, so I didn't give him a chance.”
“Him?” Katie said before she could stop herself.
Donna ran a hand through her crew cut. “You know, the haircut always throws people off. But for your information, I fell in love with a person, not a penis. And in this particular case, yes, it happened to be a guy, though I'm not denying I've had my fair share of women as well. You got a problem with that?”
“Nope,” Katie said, embarrassed that she'd said anything at all.
“Good,” said Donna. She started folding again and for a few minutes there was only silence. “You have to take something when it's thrown at you,” Donna said eventually.
“But what if I'm not meant to have it?”
“Then you won't end up with it. But you need to try. What's standing in your way?”
Katie bit her lip and thought. She was an adult, Carson was an adult, they both wanted... Well, it was pretty obvious what they both wanted.
Okay, Carson's job was a bit of a downer, but it wasn't like her company had spies here, it wasn't like they were ever going to find out about a little bit of fun.
So that wasn't stopping her.
“You don't like change,” Donna said, looking over at her. “I know that, you know that. You hate change. But, my dear, change is inevitable. And sometimes changes are good. Sometimes you need to disrupt things, you need to create chaos, just to see what new order can come from it.”
Katie closed her eyes. She was afraid. That's what it was. She was afraid because this was new and because her life was comfortable here and changing even the smallest thing could risk everything.
“You can't fold napkins with your eyes closed,” Donna barked.
She opened her eyes and started folding again.
Donna groaned and put down her napkin. “Look at me.”
Katie did as she was told.
“Forgive my bluntness, but this dancing around is making my head hurt and besides, you should always be honest with your doctor. Do you want to screw this woman?”
Not exactly the words she'd have chosen, but her body wouldn't let her do anything other than nod.
“Does she want to screw you?” asked Donna.
Katie nodded again.
“Then you need to go after it girl, because connections are rare in life. Think of the thousands, millions of people you've never connected with, and then this one, special person, walks right into town, practically bumps right into you. You'd be an idiot not to at least try.”
Katie put down the folded napkin she was working on, made a neat pile of all the ones she'd finished, and stood up.
“Where are you going?” Donna asked.
“Home,” said Katie.
Donna groaned again, but before she could speak, Katie interrupted her.
“Home to take a shower and shave my legs and generally primp myself up a little.”
And she could still hear Donna laughing as she scooted out of the break-room and then out of the clinic, the door swinging shut behind her.



Chapter Twenty One
Carson was sitting on her bed, laptop in front of her trying to concentrate on some work, when the sound came. It was a scratching noise that confused her at first.
She looked around until finally she saw a figure standing in front of the window.
“Katie?” she asked.
“Do lots of strangers stand outside your window?” Katie said, conversationally.
“No,” Carson said. “No, not in general.” She stood up and moved closer to the window. “Uh, what are you doing?”
Katie ran her hand through her hair, looking doubtful, but came to some kind of decision, because she took a breath and said: “We have unfinished business.”
Carson's pulse raced at the words. But she didn't move, didn't come any closer.
“Are you going to let me in?” Katie asked.
“In here?” Carson almost shrieked, but remembered to lower her voice at the last moment. Ellen was somewhere around, probably in the living room, watching TV.
“Yes,” Katie said. “In there.” She looked around at the growing twilight. “Or, you know, you could come out here with the insects, I suppose.”
Carson grimaced. “Fine. I guess. How do you propose you get inside?”
Katie cocked her head to one side, examining the window screen. “Here, just pop that catch right there, the one in the middle, and there should be one on the other side.”
She did as she was told and the screen rattled and then came off in Katie's hands. Katie stood the screen gently against the wall and then half-climbed, half-fell into the room.
“Ow,” she said, rubbing her head. “Okay, in my mind, that was a lot smoother and a lot sexier.”
Carson couldn't help but laugh. “I see how things might have gone better there.”
“Here, help me,” Katie said, standing up and dragging the window screen up to cover the window again. “Otherwise the monster mosquitoes will be flying in and that doesn't seem like a terribly sexy idea either.”
Carson helped. “You seem quite fixated on the idea of sexy,” she said quietly, knowing that she was provoking, knowing that she should be stopping this, not encouraging it.
“Well, I thought that sexy was important. Tonight, I mean.” The screen back on the window, Katie stood back. “If you wanted it to be, that is.”
She was outlined by the setting sun and Carson could see the shadow of the curves of her body through the light shirt she was wearing. “If I wanted it to be,” she repeated.
Katie looked down at the ground. “I, uh, I want you.”
“Uh-huh.” Not the answer Katie was looking for, and not at all the answer that Carson had meant to give, but she'd suddenly smelled the coconut scent of moisturizer and the thought of Katie spreading it over her body had made her temporarily incapable of speech.
“It's, um... okay, I'm not doing this right.” Katie looked up, looked her in the eyes. “Here's the thing. I like you. I want you. And if you feel the same way, which I think you might after this afternoon, then I think we should do something about it. Because life is short and—”
She didn't have time to finish that sentence because Carson stopped her with a kiss that was deep and long and left them both breathless.
“So we're in agreement then?” Katie said, when Carson pulled back.
Carson threw one last look at the door. It was locked. Katie was already inside. It wasn't like things could get any worse from the discoverability point of view. And... and she wanted this. Her legs were already wobbly, her heart was already pounding.
“We're in agreement,” she said hoarsely.
Katie bit her lip and Carson wanted to trace the outline of her profile with her finger, but she didn't quite dare.
“Um, now I feel stupid,” Katie said. “I didn't really think much further than this, and I don't really know where to start.”
“How about,” Carson said, stepping forward and flicking open the top button of Katie's shirt. “How about we start right here?”
She heard Katie's breath catch in her throat, but she focused solely on unbuttoning the shirt, solely on revealing the pale, perfect skin beneath the material. Solely on... only skin. She looked up and saw bright blue eyes. “No bra?”
Katie shrugged. “Seemed like kind of a waste of time.”
“Uh-huh,” Carson said. And now it was her breath catching in her throat as she drew back the shirt, revealing Katie's breasts, nipples already starting to harden. “Jesus.”
“Nope, just me,” Katie said. “And you're way too dressed now.”
Carson allowed Katie to pull her t-shirt up and over her head, and she pulled down her own pants, kicking them off so that she was standing in just her underwear. Katie's hands fumbled with a button, then her shorts were gone and Carson's mouth dropped open until she slammed it shut again.
“Let me guess,” she said. “Underwear seemed like a waste of time too?”
Katie stood in front of the window gloriously naked and this was such a bad idea that Carson couldn't fathom it. But wetness was already starting to gather between her thighs and there was no way in hell she was going to stop this.
“What now?” Katie asked.
She pushed her shoulders back and her breasts moved and Carson lost any semblance of control that she'd been clinging onto.
“This,” she mumbled, and took Katie into her arms feeling the softness of her skin, the warmth of her, smelling her and drinking her in, all unable to believe that she was doing this.
But it was Katie that tangled fingers in Carson's dark hair, Katie that kissed her so hard that Carson forgot her name. It was Katie that lifted her, finally, toes inches off the floor, and placed her unceremoniously on the bed, climbing on top of her, letting their full bodies touch. It was Katie that kissed all the way down her torso until she reached underwear that she pulled off in one, smooth movement.
It was Katie that nibbled on her thighs until Carson opened her legs and Katie that began to move her tongue in ways that Carson didn't know tongues could be moved.
But it was Carson that surrendered everything to the sensation, and it was Carson who was trembling and moaning and then, so suddenly, jumping over the edge of that cliff.
✽✽✽
 
Katie stilled, pressing her tongue against Carson, letting the waves of sensation subside so that the woman calmed and quieted and then sighed.
She couldn't believe what she'd just done.
She couldn't believe that she of all people had started this, had had the confidence to jump into this with both feet. And she really, truly couldn't believe that she'd been allowed to do this, that Carson had consented to it.
Yet here she was, breathing in Carson's scent and trying not to let her own feelings get in the way, trying to concentrate even though every cell of her body was yelling out that she needed to be taken care of right this second.
“Get up here.” Carson's voice was still breathless, but her hands were reaching down.
“Bossy in bed, are you?” Katie said, and her own voice was shaking. She allowed herself to be pulled up until she was astride Carson, pulse beating so hard she could hear it.
“I'm still on the bed, rather than in it, apparently you couldn't wait long enough to pull the sheets back,” Carson said, pulling her in and then twisting so that Katie was on her back.
“Did you want me to wait?”
One dark eyebrow lifted. “Do you want me to wait?”
A hand was already tickling between her thighs, was already stroking down into slick wetness and Katie shuddered. “Um, no,” she said. “Not really.”
“Good,” Carson said. “Because I wasn't planning to.”
“Oh, you've been planning this, have you?”
Carson narrowed her green eyes and gave her a long, hard look. “If you keep interrupting me, then I will make you wait. I'll make you wait all the way to tomorrow morning.”
Katie opened her mouth to speak and then slammed it shut as the words sank in.
“Good girl,” Carson smirked.
And Katie melted inside, the burning between her legs getting fiercer by the second. She was putty in Carson's hands, and Carson was a master at what she did.
Hands slid down her sides, swooping in at the waist, clinging to her hips for just a second, and then Carson was parting her legs and shimmying down the bed until Katie could feel hot breath on her thighs.
She groaned and Carson looked up from between her legs. “Any further interruptions?”
Katie shook her head and Carson smirked again.
“That's what I thought,” she said, before shutting up herself and putting her tongue to far better use.



Chapter Twenty Two
Carson let her hand stray downward and Katie stirred in her sleep. She grinned. “Time to wake up, sleepyhead,” she whispered.
Katie groaned, and Carson let her hand wander even further. Down and down, skating over smooth skin, finding the warmth beneath the sheet and then slowly, slowly insinuating itself between Katie's legs.
Katie groaned again, but the sound was more animal this time. Carson's grin grew wider. She bent her head, finding one of Katie's breasts and, taking the nipple into her mouth, began to suck.
Her fingers finally found the wetness they were searching for buried under wiry hair, and she began to stroke in small, focused circles.
“Jesus,” Katie moaned, eyes still not opening.
“No, just me,” said Carson, moving her head solely for the purposes of repeating Katie's bad joke. Then she went back to work.
Over the course of the night, in between catnaps and conversations, she'd found that Katie was a generous and kind lover, not that she'd expected any less. But also that the woman could climax at the drop of a hat.
Some people might be bothered by this. But not Carson. Carson was intrigued, and wanted to play with this like a new-found toy. She found it gratifying every time Katie started to wiggle her hips and hold her breath, as she did every time she was about to explode.
“Jesus,” hissed Katie again.
Carson moved faster, letting her fingers do the talking as she sucked and listened to Katie's heartbeat.
Katie's hands came up and fingers tangled in Carson's hair and she took the direction, moving her attentions to the other breast as Katie gasped in short, sharp breaths.
And then she was being clutched tight to Katie's chest as the shivering and trembling began and Katie shuddered and Carson felt herself growing wet yet again.
“What a way to wake up,” Katie said, when she was finally done.
Carson grinned at her.
What a way indeed.
A pleasant way. A great way. A way that Carson suddenly thought she might like to get used to.
Shit.
She lay back on the bed and let Katie cuddle into her side.
She couldn't get used to this, she reminded herself. This had to be nothing. This had to be a quick holiday romance. Nothing more, nothing less. She looked down at Katie's mussed blonde hair. Apart from anything else, Katie belonged here. What was supposed to happen later? Like Katie was going to chase her down and follow her back to the city.
As if.
The sun was shining in the window already white with heat and Carson closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and brought herself back into the moment. The future would have to take care of itself for now.
For now, she had a beautiful, sexy, funny, smart woman lying next to her and she'd be an idiot to let compulsive thoughts ruin that.
“You know, we both have to get to work,” said Katie, drowsily.
“Mmm.”
“That doesn't sound like you want to get up.”
“I don't,” Carson found herself saying. “In fact, I'd quite like to just stay right here in bed with you all day.”
Katie laughed. “As much as I'd like that, I'm pretty sure the clinic would notice if its only nurse was missing. And since you want us to be discrete, I'm thinking that staying in bed all day might not be a great plan.”
“You're right,” Carson said with a sigh. She sat up, saw Katie lying in a tangle of sheets, and almost lost her breath again.
She leaned over and kissed her. “Tonight?” she asked, not because she'd planned to but because she couldn't imagine having things any other way, couldn't imagine not having more of this.
“We'll see,” Katie said with a laugh. “I'm not saying no, but I am saying that I need to sleep at some point.”
Carson pulled a face, but let Katie get up. “I'm going to track down some coffee,” she said. “So keep things quiet in here. I'll be back in a second.”
Katie nodded and began hunting down her clothes as Carson pulled on her robe and went out into the main house.
“Good morning, dear,” Ellen said cheerfully from the kitchen.
Carson bit her lip. She'd been hoping to avoid her landlady. But she pasted on a smile anyway. “Morning.”
“I've already got your coffee poured. Here you go, dear.”
Ellen held out a cup and Carson took it, thanking her.
“And you'd better be off and getting ready,” Ellen smiled. “You don't want to be late to the clinic.”
Carson sighed a sigh of relief and turned back to her room. Keeping secrets in a small town could be tough, she guessed, but maybe you just had to be careful, and she was certainly careful.
“Oh, should I pour a cup for Katie too?” Ellen asked just as Carson's hand hit the doorknob.
A wave of ice ran over her and her mouth went dry and her hand started to shake. Carson froze solid.
“Uh, no,” she managed to sputter out, before flinging the door open, running inside, and slamming it shut behind her.
“What?” Katie asked, turning around in shock. “What is it? You're white as a ghost.”
“She knows,” said Carson, putting the hot coffee cup down. “She knows.” She sank onto the bed, head in hands.
There was silence for a minute and then she felt Katie come and sit next to her. “Ellen guessed I was here?”
Carson nodded.
Katie sighed. “I suppose she saw me in the driveway, or just guessed, I don't know. But I told you it was hard to keep a secret in Hartley. Carson, come on, it's not that bad.” She laughed a little. “I might start thinking you're ashamed of me if you're not careful.”
Which was about when Carson lost it. The idea of Katie possibly thinking she was ashamed of her combined with the fact that she was nowhere near as discrete as she thought she was made her sick inside.
“You don't get it,” she hissed. “You just don't understand. This is everything to me. This is my job, my livelihood, more than that, it's my reason for getting up in the morning. I could lose everything because of this, do you understand that?”
Katie blinked, then she shook her head. “No, honestly, I don't really understand. I don't get why engaging in some healthy, adult relationship building means that you could lose your job. I think this whole non-fraternization thing is ridiculous, if you want the truth.”
“So what?” Carson said, voice thick. “I think it's ridiculous too, but that doesn't change things, it doesn't mean that Schuler and Mason will suddenly decide that I'm the exception to the rule.”
She was trying not to cry and was embarrassed that she couldn't stop the tears filling her eyes. She didn't cry in front of people. This shouldn't be happening. Why on earth had she thought that she was going to get away with this?
“What do you want to do now?” Katie asked, softly. “Do you want to stop this, what we're doing?”
Yes, she wanted to say. Yes, let's stop this, let's undo everything and put it back like it was before and then... And then what? She couldn't open her mouth. She looked up at Katie beseechingly.
“You do, don't you? Some stupid rule from a company a thousand miles away and suddenly whatever we're doing here doesn't matter anymore?” Katie shook her head.
“Please, try to understand,” Carson began.
Katie sighed. “No, you try to understand, Carson. I get that keeping secrets here is tough, we all know each other's business and that's just the way small towns work. But equally, we all keep each other's secrets. I swear it.”
A glimmer of hope. Or was it just that she didn't want things to stop here? Carson swallowed.
“Car, people in town will find out. That's unavoidable. But don't think that anyone is going to tell anyone else, because they won't.”
And suddenly she remembered the mysterious town secret. Maybe Katie had a point. Maybe the town was capable of keeping a secret. As long as they all kept it together.
“What happens in Hartley, stays in Hartley,” said Katie, standing up and reaching for her shirt. “But I understand if—”
It was the sight of that shirt covering up fragile shoulder-blades that did it. She couldn't imagine never seeing that back again, couldn't imagine not feeling the smoothness of bone under skin again. That and the fact that even now no one had told her what the stupid town secret was.
“No, you're right.” She stood up too, reaching for Katie's shoulders, turning her so that they were facing each other. “You're right.”
“I am?” Katie looked just as surprised as Carson felt.
“You are. And I'm sorry. I was shocked, surprised, and really, I do care about my job. But I shouldn't have taken that out on you, we're both complicit in this and I've made my decisions.”
“Yes, but the rest of the town also knows that you've made your decisions,” Katie said.
Carson took a long, deep breath, then blew it out. She could do this. They could do this. Not for long, but then this whole thing had never been destined to last for long, had it?
“I trust Hartley to keep our secret,” she said softly.
And Katie smiled up at her and she buried her concerns deep down in her stomach and all was right with the world again.



Chapter Twenty Three
It was a slow day. Which was just as well after the night she'd had, Katie figured. Her thighs burned with a pleasant pain and she kept wanting to grin inappropriately.
It had been... magical. Not perfect, but what first time was ever perfect? She and Carson were certainly compatible in the bedroom department.
In other departments, however, Katie wasn't so sure.
She finished distributing boxes of gloves to the cubicles and headed back to the storage closet to get more rolls of paper for the exam couches.
Carson had freaked out when Ellen had guessed what had happened, which really had been inevitable. It wasn't that the woman had spied on them, Katie was sure. But with eyes everywhere, what were the chances that no one would see her walking toward Ellen's place? And then it was just a matter of fitting together a very easy jigsaw puzzle to figure out what was happening.
She sighed.
For a little while there, in the depths of the night, when the sticky heat had subsided and she was lying in Carson's arms, she'd begun to think that maybe this could all work out. Maybe somehow the stars would align and something would happen to keep Carson in town.
Carson's reaction this morning, however, had disabused her of that fantasy. Carson was leaving, she had a job to do and a home and career to get back to.
Katie's stomach started to feel shaky so she tried to think about something else as she put big rolls of paper into each cubicle.
“Ding dong,” cried a voice.
She stuck her head out of the curtain to see Rob, a box cradled on his shoulder. “Let me guess,” she started.
“The biggest delivery breakfast in the world,” he finished for her with a wide grin. “You wanted a crate of Pop Tarts and that's what you got.”
Katie rolled her eyes. “You do realize that I'm going to need to hide those from Doctor Donna, right? She'd devour the entire case in a week otherwise.”
Rob shrugged and the box hopped up and down on his shoulder. “I could add a box each week, no big deal.”
“Please don't encourage her,” Katie laughed. “Here give those to me and I'll find a place to stow them. How's business?”
“Busy as all get-out,” Rob said, handing the box over. He stretched and she heard his back crack. “I'm flying three flights a day right now.”
“Isn't there some kind of law about how often pilots can fly?” she asked, kicking the big box under one of the exam couches.
“Yep, and I'm keeping to it,” Rob smiled. “It's not me I'm worried about, it's the plane. She's not young anymore and it won't be long until we need an upgrade.”
“You should talk to Anna-Leigh about it, I'm sure she'll figure something out in the budget.”
“I will once this Founder's Day stuff is done with, we're both too busy to deal with anything else right now,” said Rob. “And you're looking pretty shiny and happy, by the way.” He tried and failed to look innocent.
Katie cast a glance at the empty reception desk. Carson had gone for more coffee. Then she blew a lock of hair out of her eyes. “So everyone knows?”
“When doesn't everyone know?” Rob said. He clapped her on the shoulder. “And don't worry about it. You might be the talk of the town, but it's in a good way. We're all happy for you. Trudy's bet Paul Haliday a week of free breakfasts that the accountant's going to stick around for you.”
“Not going to happen,” Katie said, feeling the stone weight in her stomach as she said it.
“Stranger things have happened,” Rob grinned.
“Not here they haven't,” she said. “Hartley's quiet and boring which is exactly why it's so lovely to live here.”
“Yeah.” Rob scratched his head. “You might have a point there. I'm struggling to think of anything more interesting than old Art's chickens escaping and fleeing to the schoolyard last summer.” He flashed a smile at her again. “Which doesn't mean nothing exciting can happen in the future. I'm sure things'll work out for the best.”
Katie crossed her fingers behind her back. So did she. Because she wasn't feeling right. She was different. And she didn't quite know why.
SHE BENT HER head over the study cards, going over the details again and again as she tried to memorize the most common diseases of the lungs. But the words just get getting mixed up in her head, the letters swimming away in the air and rearranging themselves into other thoughts.
If she looked a little to her right she could see Carson's dark head bent over her own work. She allowed herself one little look every five minutes.
It was like drinking a glass of water every time she looked.
It had taken a long time to find a place that felt like home. Mostly because she'd never really had a home before and so didn't know what she was looking for.
Not that her upbringing had been awful. She'd heard horrific things about foster care, but her own experience had been... fine. Not loving, but fine.
And then one day she'd run into a tall, blonde pilot at a little airport where she was working as a waitress and they'd got to talking. It had taken all of thirty minutes for her to run to her apartment, pack her bags, and join him in his little seaplane.
The idea of a tiny town so isolated that nearly no one went there had been so enticing she hadn't been able to help herself.
She'd found Hartley. And the town had taken her in, soothed her, comforted her, and given her the home she'd been looking for for so long. Even at the beginning, when she was struggling to find a place for herself, she'd felt protected here.
So she'd decided to do something for the town that had done so much for her. She'd gone back to school, Rob flying her out three days a week, and become the nurse that the town so desperately needed. Not that she regretted it, she loved her job. And it had been Donna that had brought up the idea of medical school.
She looked down at her notecards and books and bit her lip. She knew this stuff. Really she did. But she hadn't made her application, she hadn't taken the test to get in.
What was it that she wanted?
That was the big question.
And it was something that the last twenty-four hours had changed. Because a day ago she'd have said she was happy.
But now something was missing.
Now she'd tasted something different and realized that her wants, her needs were changing.
She glanced over at Carson, watching the smooth curve of her neck into her shoulder.
She wanted Carson. It was that simple.
But how was she supposed to make that happen? How could this be anything other than a fling, an affair, something to remember on cold nights in the winter?
She scrubbed her face with her hands. Why did things have to change?
“Hey.”
Carson was standing at the door, leaning against the frame and Katie remembered every inch of that body. She could picture the skin under that suit, the breasts under that silk shirt, and her heart sped up and her pulse beat and her breath came faster.
“Hey,” she said back.
“I was thinking about getting out of here,” Carson said. “It's late enough and Donna's already gone.” She looked down at the ground and shrugged. “We could close the clinic now, don't you think?”
Katie looked at the clock. “Yeah, sure. Anyone that needs it has my number anyway.” She stopped, not sure what else to say.
Finally, Carson looked at her. “I was stupid this morning. I over-reacted. I knew really that we couldn't keep this a secret, I just kind of hoped that maybe we could. But you're right. We're so far away from everyone I don't see how my company could ever find out.”
“They won't. What happens in Hartley, stays in Hartley,” Katie said. “Remember?”
“I remember.” Carson paused, cleared her throat. “So I was thinking, maybe I could drop my things at home and come visit you. If you wouldn't mind, that is.”
Katie's heart sped up even more. “No, I wouldn't mind.”
Carson nodded. “Okay then, I'll, uh, I'll go tell Ellen that I won't be home tonight.”
Katie raised an eyebrow. She knew this was Carson making amends, Carson being open about what was happening, Carson putting trust in her, putting trust in the town. “Really?”
“Really,” Carson said. She stepped into the break-room and put a hand on Katie's arm.
Something inside Katie melted into a puddle. This was what she wanted. And okay, maybe she couldn't have it forever. But just right this second, she'd take whatever she could get.
“I'll give you directions to mine,” she said. “On one condition.”
“Which is?” Carson said, hand now tracing up Katie's arm, across her shoulder, along her neck.
“That you don't drive there,” Katie said, closing her eyes as Carson ran her thumb across her sensitive lips.



Chapter Twenty Four
The morning was still dim and cool when Carson crept out of Katie's tiny apartment and into the street.
It was a fair walk back to Ellen's, but she didn't mind. For once, the heat was warming her bones rather than scorching her skin. And she enjoyed the exercise, though after the past couple of nights, it wasn't like she needed it.
She grinned to herself and skipped a step.
Katie was... fun. Sexy and clever and funny and all the things Carson looked for in a woman. And now that she'd accepted that Hartley was going to know everything, she guessed she didn't really need to creep around.
The light was yellow and blurred around the edges and the world smelled fresh and new and complicating the morning with old troubles didn't seem right.
Except she didn't have much choice.
The truth of the matter was that she had decisions to make. Big ones. Unavoidable ones. The last two nights had been great, wonderful, fantastic. But reality had to intrude at some point.
Paramount was the question of her report. She'd spent nearly two weeks on site now, and her time in Hartley was certainly coming to an end. She'd gone through the clinic's books backward and forward, she'd seen the company in practice, she'd been through the files with a fine-tooth comb. And the truth was blatantly obvious.
Hartley Clinic was a zero-sum game. As a business, it made no profit at all.
Which was certainly why Schuler and Mason wanted to close it down. Selling off the land that the clinic was on would bring a small, one-time profit and then everyone could move on with their lives.
So, of course, the company expected her to audit the clinic negatively, expected her to recommend closure.
Going by the numbers, the clinic should close. Regardless of how important it was to the town, regardless of how many lives might be saved, regardless of how she might feel about a certain nurse.
And, and, and, piped up a little voice in the back of her head, with the clinic closed, Katie would have one less thing tying her to Hartley. One less anchor holding her here. Could that possibly mean that she'd be willing to leave? That she'd be willing to take a chance on something new?
Carson crossed the street, there wasn't a vehicle in sight this early in the morning.
What were the alternatives here?
Recommending that the clinic stay open would almost certainly keep it open for a few months. Which could give the town a little time to try and save it somehow, and would give Donna and Katie time to look for other jobs.
But it might also be giving false hope. And as much as Schuler and Mason wanted to cover their asses, there was no guarantee that they would keep the clinic running until another audit could be done.
She was in a hole here and couldn't see her way out.
She wanted to cling onto the memory of Katie, the feeling of her body, the feelings that she was starting to have. But her job was inextricably linked with Katie. Whatever she did would be wrong somehow.
And it wasn't like this whole idea was working out as planned anyhow. From what Nichelle said, HR were still on war-path, the accusations hadn't gone away, and there might not be a job to go back to in the end anyway.
Trust your gut, Anna-Leigh had said. But what if her gut was telling her to do eight different things at the same time?
She was approaching the diner and could smell coffee in the air. Her stomach rumbled. She'd stepped out so early to head back to take a shower that she hadn't eaten a thing. Craning her neck she could see that there were people inside, so she took the chance and pushed into the restaurant.
“You're early this morning,” Trudy said.
“And coming from the wrong side of town,” added a big man sitting next to the policeman that she recognized.
“That's because she's coming from Nurse Katie's,” the policeman said, grinning at his own deduction.
“Oh, you ignore him,” said Trudy. “He's just jealous that somebody else is getting somethin' that he's not.”
The two big guys on either side of the policeman laughed, and the policeman himself blushed bright red which made Carson grin.
“What can I get you?” Trudy asked.
“What can you give me to-go?”
Trudy sniffed. “Hmm. How about a bacon and egg sandwich and a coffee?”
“Sounds perfect,” Carson said.
“When are you getting out of here anyway?” the policeman said, cutting up a piece of egg.
“Paul Haliday!” said Trudy. “How about you mind your own business for once in your life.”
“Pot calling the kettle black,” said Paul. “I was only curious, mind.” He turned back to Carson. “It's just that you did come here with a job to do and I was wondering when it was going to finish. You still going to be around for Founder's Day?”
“Oh, you should stay,” Trudy said immediately. “It's such a nice day, and the food, you'll think you've died and gone to heaven. It really gives you a chance to get a feel for the town, you know?”
Carson looked from one to the other and felt sick to her stomach. It seemed like they were inviting her, and she didn't know what to say.
“And you never know,” broke in one of the men next to Paul who looked similar enough that it had to be his brother. “You might even get someone tipsy enough to find out that town secret that you've been so curious about.”
Paul nudged him and Trudy scowled at him and passed a paper cup of coffee to Carson. “These three can be a lot to deal with without your morning caffeine,” she said confidingly.
“Thanks.”
“So, how about the festival then?” Trudy asked. “Sticking around?”
Carson took a deep breath then shook her head. “I don't think so. I'm sorry, it sounds lovely, but I'll probably be back in the city by then.”
Trudy nodded. “Well, I sure hope that we'll see you back in town sometime,” she said, and Paul Haliday chuckled.
Carson breathed slow and steady, waiting for the sandwich that she really wished she hadn't ordered now.
What the hell was she doing?
There was no way that Trudy and the others would welcome her back to town if she chose to close the clinic down. And it wasn't exactly like Hartley was an easy commute town to the city. Three planes and almost a full twenty-four hours to get here.
Jesus, she needed to stop fantasizing that there was a way out of this that left everyone happy. There just wasn't.
Hell, she couldn't even leave herself happy in any of the possible solutions she could imagine.
Finally, the sandwich came and once she got it outside, she really wasn't hungry anymore.
She walked the rest of the way to Ellen's house, needing to shower and change her clothes and wishing that she'd never come here.
If she hadn't come to Hartley she wouldn't have met Katie, and then she would never know what it would be like to miss her.
“Hello, my dear,” Ellen shouted in from the kitchen as Carson opened up the front door.
“Hi,” Carson called back. She went into the kitchen. “I grabbed a sandwich from the diner if you want it?”
“Oh, how kind, thank you,” said Ellen, taking the packet. “Back for a shower and change of clothes?”
Carson nodded.
“And will you be in tonight? For dinner maybe?” asked Ellen.
Carson took a deep breath and then shrugged. “I have no idea. Can I let you know later?”
Ellen beamed and Carson went through to her room.
How was she supposed to make plans for the future when she couldn't even decide what she was doing in the evening?
She felt more lost than she could ever remember feeling before in her life. For so long, ambition had pulled her in its wake, she'd had a plan, a path to follow. And right now it seemed like that once so solid path was splitting up into a dozen different routes and there was no signpost telling her which way to take.
Nichelle texted her usual morning tread-mill text while Carson was in the shower.
“What's the news from Pleasantville?” she asked.
Carson stared at the text for a long minute, then threw her phone on the bed. She couldn't answer that. She simply didn't know how.
Next to the window, her trusty black suitcase stood, zipper half-opened, ready to be packed.
She'd done all she needed to do. The only thing left was the short report that she needed to write. Two pages at most, the work of an hour or two since all the numbers were compiled already.
She hadn't been able to bring herself to write it. But at this point, she'd done everything else she'd been paid to do.
The suitcase needed packing. The report needed writing. And then there was nothing stopping her going back to her life in the city.



Chapter Twenty Five
Donna flopped onto the couch and one of her crutches slid out from under her and hit the coffee table.
“Jesus Christ,” she said. “You know, if I'd have known how hard this was I'd have been a lot less cavalier when treating patients who needed crutches.”
“Huh?” Katie asked. She was looking out of the window and had missed the entire episode.
“Earth to Kat, come in Kat.”
She dragged her eyes away from the view. It was a hot, sticky day after a hot, sticky night and she was tired. More than that, she had a heavy feeling in her chest, a feeling of dread and she didn't know what she was dreading.
The world felt a little darker today, despite the bright hot sunshine.
“What's bugging you?” Donna asked.
Katie perched on the arm of the couch. “Nothing,” she said. “Probably there's a storm coming, the air feels heavy, don't you think?”
Donna sniffed. “Maybe,” she allowed. “But that's not what's got your goat, you're pining, aren't you?”
“Pining?” Katie asked with a laugh. “Me? For what exactly?”
“Kat, I'm your best friend, come on. You know that talking about things is the way to go. Bottle your feelings up and you'll go crazy, especially in a tiny place like Hartley.”
“I'm not bottling anything up,” Katie said, but she felt the blood rising in her cheeks even as she lied and Donna laughed at her.
“Bullshit. So this dark mood has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that I'm getting back on my feet?”
“What? No! Of course not, I'm happy that you're getting better.”
“Uh-huh,” said Donna. “So the fact that I'm almost ready to work meaning Carson won't have any excuse to work in the clinic all the time doesn't bother you at all?”
Katie opened her mouth, then closed it and looked at the floor and shrugged.
“Kat...”
She sighed. “I know, I know. I know that she has to leave. She must be done here by now, I kind of have the feeling that she's been spinning things out for a while, stretching her work out so she can stay longer, you know what I mean?”
“She might have been,” Donna said. “Any ideas what she's said in her report?”
Katie shrugged again. “It's not like we talk about it.”
“Right, you guys are too busy making sweet, sweet love,” Donna said, rolling her eyes.
Katie laughed, picked up a cushion and threw it at the doctor. “Very funny. I don't see how she could have written anything bad. I mean she's seen the clinic, she's been there every day, she's seen how important it is. But she won't let us talk about work, so...”
“I don't think she's particularly interested in how important the clinic is to the town,” Donna said, her face getting more serious now. “I think that profit and money are probably more of a priority. And I can't honestly say that the clinic makes much of either.”
“She's not going to screw us over,” Katie said with more confidence than she felt. Carson wouldn't, would she?
“She won't screw you over, you mean.”
“No, I, well, maybe. I don't know.”
Donna bit her lip and shook her head. “I don't know, Kat. She's a stickler for the rules. She might have broken them with you, but she won't even let the two of you talk about work. Do you think that she'd write an entire report just to please you? I don't really see that happening.”
The world took on a colorful, shattered appearance and Katie realized that her eyes were filling with tears. She sniffed and tried to control herself and Donna slid along the couch, getting close enough to put a hand on her knee.
“What is it?” Donna asked. “I can see that you're not yourself. Talk to me, Kat.”
“I just...” She took a deep shuddering breath. “I just think that I might be feeling a little more than I'd like to.”
“Feeling?” Donna asked, then she patted Katie's knee again. “You mean for Carson, right?”
Katie nodded glumly. The thought of Carson leaving filled her with sadness, blackness. “I didn't mean to.”
Donna leaned back on the couch. “Kat, you can't stop yourself from falling for someone. Besides, I encouraged you, didn't I? So this is at least half my fault.” She paused and smiled. “Not that it has to be anyone's fault. Not that this is a terrible thing. Falling in love should be nice, you know?”
“But it is terrible,” Katie wailed, eyes filling up faster now. “She has a life away from here, Donna. And I have a life here. What am I supposed to do with that?”
Donna was quiet for a second, then she shook her head. “I don't know. But I don't think you have enough information to make that decision by yourself. If you're falling for her, then maybe she feels the same way. Or maybe she doesn't.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
Donna raised an eyebrow at her. “It means that I'm going to get a little more practice on these damn crutches.”
“Huh?”
She sighed. “You can drive me down into town, but drop me off at the diner. I'll grab some breakfast and walk across the street to the clinic myself. It'll be good practice. In the meantime, you and Carson can have a little alone time.”
Katie closed her eyes but nodded. “Right, yes, I know. I have to talk to her. I just don't know what to say or how to say it.”
“You're a grown up,” Donna said. “You'll figure it out. But the two of you need a discussion about how you feel and what the options are. There's no use sitting around here and crying about it. Maybe between you, you can figure something out.”
Katie nodded. “Yeah, you're right. I know you are. Fine, let's get you on your feet then.”
“Maybe you can persuade her to stay a little longer,” Donna said as she struggled to stand up again. “At least as long as the festival. Maybe she could use some of her holiday time or something, give the two of you a little breathing room to decide what you want.” A crutch slid out from under her again and she swore.
“Maybe we should focus on walking rather than relationship counseling,” Katie said, picking up the crutch.
CARSON WAS WAITING outside the door as Katie rushed up to the clinic.
“Sorry, sorry, I was getting Donna situated at the diner,” Katie said.
“How's she feeling?”
“Good. Crutches aren't exactly her thing. I'm expecting a call to come rescue her once she's eaten, though she's certain she can make her way here herself.” Carson laughed and Katie felt warmth pour over her at the sound.
The sun shone, the air was hot, sweat was pouring down her back and suddenly Katie knew that if she didn't speak now she wouldn't. It was now or never and the words came spilling out of her.
“I think we need to talk. About us. About this, where it's going, what we're doing. About what happens next, if anything.”
Carson looked away, her face getting pale. Katie's hand tightened around the keys to the clinic.
“Katie...”
“I know, you have a life far away from here.” The heavy feeling returned to her chest.
“I do,” said Carson. “And you have a life here.”
“I do.”
A shadow crept along the ground and looking up, Katie could see a large, dark cloud. It was the first cloud she'd seen in weeks and she couldn't quite take her eyes off it, couldn't bring herself to look back at Carson.
“Things are complicated,” Carson said, finally. “But I don't want you to think that I don't have feelings for you. I really, honestly do.”
“But circumstances are coming between us,” said Katie, still watching the cloud.
“Perhaps. I don't know. I mean...” Carson trailed off.
Katie was sure she'd been about to say something, about to suggest something, but when she looked back, Carson's face was closed off.
In the back of her mind, Katie noticed the faint hum of Rob's plane approaching bringing the morning supplies and yet more stuff for the Founder's Day party. “Maybe you could stay a little longer,” she said. “Give us a little time to work this out, to decide things, figure out a solution.”
“Katie, I've already been here longer than I should.”
The plane was growing louder now, chugging asthmatically through the air and Katie looked over toward the lake, trying to find it and trying not to look at Carson, not wanting to see exactly how she felt. Afraid to see exactly how she felt.
“You could stay for the festival maybe,” she said, just as her eyes found the plane.
It took a second for her brain to register what she was seeing.
When she did, she instinctively clutched Carson's arm. The plane was slanted in the sky, coming down lower and faster than she'd ever seen it. The soft chugging of the engines had become a coughing.
She was running before she knew where she was going, Carson following her, footsteps pounding down the street, praying and praying for it all to stop, praying for silence and praying it was all a dream.
And when the crash came, with a whomping of fire and spirals of black smoke, all she could do was keep on running toward the lake.



Chapter Twenty Six
She stopped as they left the tree-line, pulling at Katie's arm to force her to stop too. She knew that given her head, Katie would race right down to the shore and Carson's stomach turned at the thought of it.
Already, the town was rushing to the lake. Already she could hear shouting and screaming, sirens and car engines.
The plane had hit the end of the dock and broken apart. She could see debris floating on the surface of the lake, could feel the heat of the fire, could smell the acrid bitterness of the smoke.
“Let me go,” Katie shouted.
“Wait,” she shouted back. “Just for a second. Observe, stand back, get the lay of the land first.”
Katie stopped struggling and together they surveyed the entire scene. Only when she was satisfied that they'd both seen every danger did she let go of Katie's arm.
“Stay away from the dock, it's going to burn to the end,” she shouted over the chaos.
But Katie was already running and she watched her go, fierce pride burning in her heart and terror roiling through her stomach.
Katie didn't spare a thought for anything other than Rob.
And Carson knew that she couldn't take Katie away from here. She knew that what she'd been about to say back there at the clinic, what she'd stopped herself saying, had been the wrong thing.
Almost, almost she'd told Katie that the clinic was going to close. She'd almost told her that she was going to recommend closing the unprofitable clinic in her report. She'd almost told Katie that there was nothing to tie her to Hartley, that she should come away with her.
Except there was everything to tie Katie to Hartley, wasn't there?
She watched as people flocked down to the water. Watched as Rob rolled out of the waves, watched as Katie bent over him, watched as he raised his hand and felt relief as she saw that he was alive.
Except something was bothering her.
Something was niggling at the back of her mind and she was damned if she could figure out what it was.
If only she could focus on something other than Katie for a moment.
“Get the emergency services on your radio,” she heard Donna's voice shout.
She turned around. Donna was being carried by the two large men that frequented the diner. Next to her was Paul Haliday, police radio already in his hand, a look of panic on his face.
“Tell them we need a medivac immediately, and get some help down here, we can't leave the plane in the lake like this, it's leaking fuel.”
Paul hesitated and Donna glared at him and then he turned, bringing the radio to his mouth, getting his job done.
“Where's the damn fire truck?” Donna yelled.
“We're working on it,” said another voice. Anna-Leigh appeared through the smoke. “The truck can't get down as far as this, the men are bringing the pumps and hoses by hand.”
Even as she spoke, Carson could see movement through the trees as big, burly farmers carried equipment down to the lake.
“Katie,” Donna yelled.
Katie looked up and Carson saw her face was smudged with dirt and she was holding something on Rob's chest. Her heart wanted to stop at the fragile beauty of her.
“Update!” shouted Donna.
“Burns, but stable, no danger,” Katie yelled back, bending back over Rob.
“At least there's something,” Donna said to Anna-Leigh.
But the niggling thought at the back of Carson's head just wouldn't go away. There was something there, shaking around, trying desperately to get her attention and she just couldn't quite get it, couldn't quite grasp what she needed to grasp.
It was probably nothing. Nothing important anyway. Nothing at all.
She shook her head trying to focus, trying to think of a way she could help. But the whole town was already there, the whole town was already doing what needed to be done, cooperating, working together, as they'd done for decades and centuries before that. The whole town knew what to do, how to fit together, how to effortlessly be a part of each other.
And there was something wrong. Something terribly, terribly wrong.
She knew it but didn't know what. Carefully, she looked around, trying to spark a thought, a memory, something.
“Shall I get a path to the clinic cleared?” Anna-Leigh was asking Donna.
Donna shook her head. “Let Paul finish his call, see where the helicopter's going to land first.”
First.
First?
First. First mate. First mate, pilot.
Carson frowned and suddenly, suddenly it came to her.
The memory of Rob, carrying a child into the clinic in his arms.
Rob, kidding around with a child that was taunting her with a matchbox full of bug.
A child.
A child whose mother worked, whose father was dead, and who was spending his precious summer holidays being Rob's little puppy. Rob kidding that he was his first mate.
And she was running before she knew what she was doing, kicking her shoes off, lengthening her stride so that she could reach the water faster, eyes scanning the wreckage, scanning the water, searching desperately for something, anything to tell her that the worst hadn't happened.
Donna cried after her, she heard it but didn't stop.
Katie shouted as she ran past, but it was too late, she couldn't stop herself.
She was already at the edge of the lake and then already wading in, feeling the water stick her pants to her legs, feeling her blouse get plastered to her torso.
And the only thing she could think was that Katie had been right. It was cooler down here, she should have listened, should have come down to the shore and taken a swim with the rest of the town, used the water to wash off the heavy sweat of the day.
She ducked down, began to swim, it was faster that way, eyes still moving, zig-zagging left and right.
Nothing. She saw nothing.
Pieces of plane blocked her view, fuel lay on top of the water, still burning, the smell invading her whole head until it felt like she was suffocating. But her legs still kicked and her arms still frogged and she was still moving.
Still moving and seeing that little flash of yellow.
It was so fast, so small that she almost missed it. A half a degree in the other direction, a millisecond later, she'd never have seen it, she'd have swum right past and her whole life would have been different, other, not her own any more.
It was a thought that kept her awake for many, many nights.
But she did see it. Saw it and swam to it and yanked until the child's body floated out from under the piece of wing, face pale as ice and lips blue.
Now she didn't know what to do. She turned frantically in the water, paddling and clinging on to the child's shirt as she went. Turning and turning until she saw a figure on the shore, a figure coming closer, a figure she would recognize anywhere.
Katie. Katie would know what to do.
She grasped the child's head under her arm and oriented herself before starting to swim as fast as she could.
Just like in swim class twenty years ago. She'd aced that class just like every other class she'd ever taken. Not that she thought she'd ever need it.
Her thoughts were whirling through her head, doing anything, saying anything, to stop her thinking that one thing that she couldn't bear to think about.
But the thought surfaced anyway, because in the end, the truth always comes out.
What if the child was dead?
She paddled harder, focusing on Katie's figure, then on her face as she got closer. Her feet struck the ground and she was pulling herself out of the water and hands were reaching out to pull the child from her and she almost didn't let him go.
She almost kept him there with her because for as long as he was in the water ,with her, he was neither dead nor alive, he was just there, suspended in time.
But Katie's blue eyes were watching her and a calm hand was laid on her arm and reluctantly, she gave the child up.
Katie spared her one last glance, eyes full of hope and fear and Carson couldn't watch as she turned away and began to work on the child.
The fire still crackled, the water still hushed at the shore, the people still worked and shouted and cried, the sun still shone down hot and hard and Carson's heart still beat.
But Carson heard none of it.
All she heard was a spluttering cough and then the sound of someone being lavishly, noisily sick on the sand.
She forced herself to look. Forced herself to believe her ears.
And Mikey Stillwater's brown eyes stared right back at her for a second before he threw up on her discarded shoes.



Chapter Twenty Seven
The smell of smoke still lingered in the air, giving the whole town a bitter scent that Carson knew would make her clothes stink.
But, as she bumped her suitcase along the sidewalk, she couldn't particularly bring herself to care.
She'd spent the day out of the way, finishing her report, letting the town fix itself, comfort itself, and doing what she now knew had to be done.
She'd been interrupted precisely once. A brief phone call from her direct manager. A call she'd been dreading, but once it had come she'd found that she knew exactly what to say.
Yes, sir; no, sir; I'll be there in two days, sir.
There was something so perfect about Hartley, she'd known that from the beginning. She'd been suspicious of it, dismissive of it even. But now that she'd actually seen it with her own eyes, now that she'd seen the community come together in near-disaster, she was in awe of it.
Hartley was perfect. And she had no place marring that perfection.
So she bumped her little suitcase over the stony sidewalk and it felt like she was dragging some great weight as she got closer and closer to the clinic. She'd already done what she could, stopping by the tiny town hall and leaving an anonymous note on Anna-Leigh's desk.
No lie, her first response had been to run without saying a word.
Once police helicopters had started flying over and landing, once the medivac chopper had landed, once accident investigators and environmental technicians had descended on the site, it hadn't exactly been difficult to find what she needed.
Clothes drying off in the heat of the sun, she'd simply walked up to a guy in an orange jumpsuit who'd been bent over the control panel of a small seaplane.
“Hey,” she'd grinned.
And he'd grinned right back. “Help you, ma'am?” he'd drawled.
She'd scratched her nose and shrugged. “I hope so. See, that crashed plane was supposed to be my ride out of here. And now I'm kind of stuck. I've gotta be back in the city in a couple of days or I'll lose my job. Any chance you can help me out?”
He'd leaned on the doorframe of the plane, looking down on her with sparkling blue eyes that reminded her of Katie so much that it hurt. “You know, I'll be flying out of here around an hour before sunset. Only as far as the local airport on the other side of the mountains, but you should be able to catch a commercial ride from there. That help?”
She'd nearly said no. But then she hadn't. “Immensely,” she'd said. “I'll be back here by then.”
“Don't be late,” he'd grinned back. “Or I'll have to leave without you.”
An hour before sunset. Which technically gave her more than enough time to do what needed to be done. What should be done. Because she wasn't a coward. She wasn't just going to run, even though the thought of saying goodbye made her feel physically sick.
She'd gotten into this and she was going to get herself out of it with as much dignity as she could. And with respect. Katie deserved that much, though Carson wasn't exactly sure how much she could explain herself.
She passed by the diner, smelling the coffee, a buck fifty a cup. She wondered if she'd ever find coffee for a buck fifty again. Then she steeled herself, looked at the clinic, and crossed the street.
A street that was probably a lot safer now that she was going, she figured, as she passed the exact spot where she'd reversed into the town doctor.
The clinic was quiet and cool as she pushed open the door. Katie was standing at the reception desk, her dark head bent over a prescription pad, the smudge of dirt still on her cheek from the morning. Carson's heart cracked in two, but she took a breath, stapled things together, and cleared her throat.
“There you are,” Katie said, turning to see her. “The hero of the hour. Or is that heroine? I forget if we're supposed to be gender neutral on that one or not.”
Carson sniffed and collected herself. “I don't think I'd use the term hero.”
“Heroine then,” Katie said with a grin.
“Not what I meant.” Carson bit back half a smile. “I meant that I just did what anyone would do and it's really not that big a deal.”
Katie raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You jumped into a flaming lake at the scene of a plane crash to pull a drowning child to safety. If that doesn't qualify as a big deal, I'm not sure what does.”
Carson was about to reply but Katie's eyes had drifted downward. She could see the exact moment that Katie realized that there was a suitcase, and what that suitcase meant. The staples on her broken heart strained.
“You're leaving.” Katie's voice was blank, oddly devoid of emotion.
“I just came to see how Rob and Mikey were doing,” Carson said.
“They're fine,” said Katie, eyes still on the suitcase. “Both are at the local hospital, and both should be released within the next day or two. Rob has some burns, but nothing life-threatening. They were lucky really. We all were.”
“Good,” Carson said, not sure how to move the conversation in the direction it needed to be moved in.
“And you're going.” It was so quiet that Carson almost didn't hear it.
She took another deep breath. “I've recommended that the clinic stay open,” she said. Business first.
“You have?” Katie finally looked at her.
Carson nodded. “But I don't know how long that will last for. You should know that Schuler and Mason aren't in the habit of keeping unprofitable businesses on the books. You've got a little time, so maybe you can work something out.”
“Right.”
And now for the hard part. Carson blinked, forcing tears back. “I have to go, Katie.”
Katie nodded.
“I have a life out there and you, you have one here. I saw that this morning. I saw how perfect this place is. And I don't mean that in a snide way, I mean it honestly. I saw how complete and wonderful this community is. And you're a part of it. I could never take you away from that.”
Her heart was beating in her throat and she was afraid that she was going to be sick. But she kept going.
“You belong here. You chose this place. And who am I to ruin that? What could I give you that Hartley can't?”
Katie's head was bent and Carson knew that she was crying and she wanted nothing more than to hold her in her arms.
“This was... amazing,” she went on, struggling now. “But it can't last. I think we both know that. I have to get back to my life and you have to live yours here. And I wish things were different, Katie, I really, honestly do. I wish that we could have had more time.”
“Then stay.” The words were harsh, hard, raw.
Carson shook her head. “I can't. My boss wants me back and my work is done here. I wish I could. I wish things were different. But they're not.”
She waited a long moment, but Katie didn't speak again, so she clutched the handle of her suitcase. “Goodbye, Katie. And thank you. Thank you for being you, thank you for letting me into your life.”
She was almost to the door when Katie spoke again.
“You needn't worry, I won't tell anyone,” Katie said.
Carson looked at her, saw the tears on her cheeks. “I wasn't worried. I was never really worried. Not about you.”
“What happens in Hartley stays in Hartley.”
“I remember,” Carson said. She was about to turn away again, about to walk away forever. But she wasn't quite done. “I don't regret this, Katie. I'll never regret this. I think you're about the best thing that's ever happened to me.”
And then she left. She left because she couldn't see another option, she left because she couldn't hold the tears back anymore, she left because if she didn't leave right now she might stay forever.
The sun spilled down hot and sticky but black clouds were floating in over the mountains. The heat would break tonight. Finally, the town would be cool. But she wouldn't be here to experience it.
What happens in Hartley, stays in Hartley.
She couldn't help but be a little hurt that Katie hadn't tried to stop her. But it was for the best. For both of them.
Giving up her whole life and settling down with someone she'd known for two weeks in an isolated town in the middle of nowhere would be a great movie ending.
But this wasn't a movie. This was her life, and it was about time she got it back on track.
The handsome pilot helped her load her suitcase onto the seaplane and she strapped herself into her seat.
Fat spots of rain plopped against the windshield.
“Better hold on tight,” he said, revving the engines. “It might be a rough ride.”
And Carson held on as tightly as she could until the plane was high up in the sky and flying far, far away from Hartley.



Chapter Twenty Eight
Grey clouds scudded over the sky and a brisk breeze kept the heat at bay.
“It's nothing but a summer tempest,” Trudy said, as she handed Katie her coffee. “It'll all turn out alright, don't you worry.”
If she could only believe that. If she could just honestly think that things were going to end up just fine. Katie smiled at Trudy.
“Better clear up,” Paul Haliday said. His brothers grunted in approval. “We ain't had a wet Founder's Day since, oh, I don't remember when.”
“1986,” Dan filled in.
“I remember 'cos you and that Stillwater girl were jumping in puddles until Ma stripped you near on naked 'cos you were so wet,” Frank chortled to Paul.
Paul blushed. “It's been a long time since then.”
“Don't think the town'll forget seeing your little white buns bouncing up and down in the school playground,” Trudy laughed.
Katie smiled dutifully. “Thanks for the coffee, Trude. I'd better get up to the clinic.”
The others were still arguing as she left, walking out into the windy street, carefully carrying her coffee cup.
It had become a habit in the last few days. Something that she didn't especially plan on doing, but then it reminded her of Carson, so she did it anyway. The smell of coffee in a paper cup seemed to make reception smell just a little bit more like home.
She was hurting, there was no denying that.
She was hurting and tender and bruised and every morning felt like a chore. Every time she got out of bed it felt like dragging a pile of bricks with her. But she did it. She got up, she went to the clinic, she smiled as much as she could, even though the smiles were empty.
It was for the best.
Carson had been right. What other option was there? Okay, in her heart she'd fantasized that Carson would give everything up for her, that she'd swoop back into town wearing cowboy boots and driving a big old pickup, ready to settle down and... farm sheep or something.
The idea of Carson coming within a foot of a sheep was entertaining enough to tell Katie that she'd watched way too many Hallmark movies.
Besides, it wouldn't be fair, would it? For Carson to give up everything just for her. It wouldn't be right and Katie wouldn't let it happen. Couldn't let it happen.
Carson had been right about the rest too. She belonged here. She couldn't imagine living anywhere else now.
Her key slid into the lock of the clinic and she cast a look over her shoulder. The diner where the Haliday brothers were probably still squabbling. Glenn's store, the blinds half pulled down to keep the place cool because the old refrigerator at the back could never keep things cold enough. The little school where sometimes Katie could imagine sending her own kids.
No, she belonged here. This was her life. And if her life needed to be lived without Carson in it, then that was just the way it needed to be.
Things would get better.
She went into the clinic, dropped her bag in the break-room and pulled on her scrubs. She was just taking the top off her coffee when there was a clattering in reception.
“God-mother-fucking-dammit.”
Katie put the coffee down and went out to see Donna standing, one crutch under one arm, the other still rocking gently on the floor where it had fallen.
“I don't know who in the hell invented these damn things, but I need an extra pair of hands just to keep track of them,” Donna grumbled as Katie picked up her stray crutch.
“At least you're moving,” Katie said. “You could go back to lying flat on your back if you prefer?”
Donna shuddered at the thought. “You holding up alright?”
Katie nodded because that was what she needed to do. She wasn't about to be honest. She wasn't about to say that actually she was a little worried that she was falling apart on the inside and she'd have to cover it up forever.
Donna sighed and reached out with her fingers, stroking Katie's arm but still managing to keep hold of her crutch under her shoulder. “It hasn't even been a week yet,” she said. “Things'll get better. Just hang on in there.”
“It's fine, I'm fine,” Katie said even though they both knew that was a lie.
But Donna accepted the lie because that's how good a friend she was. “Got a busy day,” she said, hopping over to reception and seeing the appointments listed on the computer there. “Gonna be a two Pop Tart kind of morning.”
Katie shook her head. “I don't know how you haven't developed diabetes yet,” she said, but she went into the break-room and got a package anyway. The fewer rooms that Donna entered, the less damage she was likely to do.
“You know, they're holding a re-sit of the med school entrance exam next month,” Donna shouted through from reception.
“Yeah?” asked Katie, coming back in and handing Donna her sugar-high.
“You could always sit it,” said Donna, tearing the package open with her teeth. “It'd give you something to do. Something to keep your mind off... things.”
Which was a better point than Katie really wanted it to be. At least during working hours she had something to occupy herself. It was after that was the problem. It was going home to an empty apartment, an empty bed, that made her crumble and start crying again. Which in a way was a blessing, since there was no one around to see.
On the other hand, it was a big step. One she couldn't quite see herself taking.
She was rescued from the conversation by a bustling figure bursting through the front doors.
“I'm here, I'm here,” Olive said, patting at her hair which had so much spray on it that the wind hadn't disturbed it at all. “What's the latest gossip?”
Katie gave her a smile. “Business first, get yourself to a cubicle.”
Donna was munching on her Pop Tart, reading the news on the computer, and Katie followed Olive through to the cubicle, pulling what she needed from one of the drawers.
“They've cleaned up all nice,” Olive said, rolling up her sleeve. “The lake looks like hardly anything happened, other than the dock being all burned up.”
“Well, it was important to keep the water as free from pollution as possible,” Katie said. The last of the clean up workers had left the day before.
“And mighty nice of that gentleman to be flying in our supplies for us.”
Katie laughed. “He's being paid to do it. Anna-Leigh set everything up, and once the insurance money comes in for Rob's plane then we'll be right back to how we were.”
“Really? Anna-Leigh's paying him, is she?” Olive looked speculative and it suddenly dawned on Katie why.
“Olive, don't tell me you've got a crush!”
“Why not?” Olive asked. “He's more or less my age, he's supporting himself still, and he's got nice eyes. All blue-green like the ocean. You wouldn't happen to know his name, would you?”
“He hasn't exactly been in for a check-up. Why don't you check with Anna-Leigh, she'll know.”
Olive grimaced as Katie slid the needle through her skin. “Just a little prick.” Then she laughed.
Katie knew that the joke was supposed to be hers, that that was her line. “Sorry, Olive. I'm not on top form today.”
Olive's face wrinkled into a smile. “I know, love. Don't you worry. I've heard all about everything that went on. And I'll bet you that things'll turn out for the best. They usually do.”
Katie sighed and forced her smile wider. She was sick of hearing it. Sick of trying to believe it. “You're all done.”
“I've got to say though, I did think she was a good choice for you. The two of you made a lovely couple,” Olive said, as she climbed down from the bed.
What was there to say to that? Katie kept her smile and walked Olive safely to the door.
“She's just trying to help,” Donna said, as Katie turned back.
“I know, I know. I just... it's hard, that's all.”
Donna nodded. “I know. I'm here whenever you feel like talking about it.”
“I know.”
There was quiet for a minute, then two children came running in, followed by their harassed-looking mother.
“Vaccination time,” Katie said, and pointed them all in the direction of a cubicle.
“Told you it was going to be a busy day,” said Donna.
Keep busy. That was key. Keep busy and remember that she loved her life, she loved this life, this was what she was supposed to be doing, this was her home, this was everything to her.
And yet for the very first time in a very long time, Katie was feeling something deep in her stomach. A feeling that she recognized, something that scared her, reminded her of the past, a feeling she thought she'd forgotten.
Because for the very first time in a very long time, she wasn't satisfied.
She quashed the feeling down as far as she could, and hurried off to vaccinate the children before one of them found something they shouldn't in the drawers they were both rifling through.



Chapter Twenty Nine
To be fair, the alarm clock did an excellent job of waking her up. The gentle fingers of light gradually growing brighter, the soft chiming that slowly grew louder, it was a very cool device.
But Carson had grown used to the fire-bright sun streaming in through the screens of her room at Ellen's. She'd grown used to waking up hot and sweaty and ready for an immediate shower.
She couldn't complain about the vast array of suits that lined up in her wardrobe. But she had to keep her eyes away from the bag on the floor, where the smoky, smelly suit that she'd come home in waited to be taken to the dry cleaners.
And when she stepped out onto the street, there were so many people that she felt like screaming. Who were they all? Didn't they have jobs and homes? Why the hell were they all trying to stand in her way at the same time?
She growled and ducked her way into a coffee shop to get out of the crowd.
“Coffee to go,” she barked at the young girl behind the counter.
“Cappuccino, latte, flat white, black, americano...” the girl droned, snapping at her gum.
Carson shook her head and blinked. “Uh, just a regular coffee with milk,” she said, and fumbled in her purse for change.
“That'll be six-fifty,” the girl said, clicking at the iPad register.
“What? That's extortionate!” Carson looked down at her hand where a buck fifty in change waited. Then she sighed and pulled a five dollar bill from her pocket. “Here,” she said, desperate for the caffeine.
The walk to the office wasn't exactly long, nor was it sweaty or steamy or interrupted by anyone with dogs that might bite or trucks that might run people over or anything else.
It was, Carson reflected, rather boring. Which was ironic given that she'd always assumed it was small town life that was boring, rather than life in the city.
And her feet were aching by the time she got into the elevator and whooshed up to her floor.
When the doors slid open she took a deep breath. The smell of money and business and success, she reminded herself. There was nothing to be afraid of. This was where she belonged. This was her life, she was just slipping back into it.
It should be like putting on a comfortable pair of slippers.
She marched past the assistant's desk and still couldn't remember her name. She really needed to ask.
“Ms. Maxwell.”
The assistant stopped her in her tracks.
“We were expecting you yesterday.”
Carson opened her mouth to explain that traveling back from the ends of the Earth wasn't the easiest thing to arrange. The hunky pilot had flown her to the local airport, but from there she'd been forced to take a string of bumpy commuter flights half-way across the country. Mostly flying economy.
Then she remembered that she was the boss here and she didn't need to explain herself to a mere assistant. So she closed her mouth and simply raised an eyebrow.
“Uh, HR had you scheduled for an appointment yesterday afternoon,” the young assistant said, more carefully now.
“Okay,” was all Carson replied.
She had a fair idea what the appointment was about, after all. And frankly, she didn't really care to have it. She wasn't thrilled about the idea of being grilled by some sweaty man from HR about an incident that she couldn't prove hadn't happened.
“Should I, uh, pencil them in for this morning?”
Carson looked around her. Heads were bent over desks, the company was buzzing with action, everyone on the same set of ladders, everyone trying to climb up to the top. She took a thoughtful sip of her coffee.
If she was going to get back on her ladder, she might as well do it with a clear conscience. She'd meet with HR, tell them everything that had happened in New Mexico, and then let them finish their investigation. She'd been hoping they'd forget all about it, but apparently they weren't going to.
Take the bull by the horns, she reminded herself.
“Yes, tell them I'll be in as soon as I can,” she said.
The assistant was already picking up the phone to make the call as Carson went into her office.
“MS. MAXWELL, WE were rather expecting you yesterday.”
The blonde woman held out her hand and beamed at Carson with a smile that revealed beautifully straight, white teeth.
“I, uh, was stuck in transit,” Carson said, taken off guard.
This wasn't the sweaty gray man she'd been expecting.
“Well, better late than never,” said the woman, still beaming. “I'm Nicole, do you mind if I call you Carson?”
Carson nodded, still wrong-footed.
“Yes, you mind, or yes, I can call you Carson?” the woman laughed. “Why don't you take a seat?”
“Carson is fine.” She took the proffered seat and crossed her legs. Okay, she needed to take control here. Just because a nice-looking blonde was smiling at her didn't mean that the situation was any better or worse.
“So, let's start at the beginning,” said Nicole, sitting down in her leather desk chair.
“I—” began Carson.
“I'd like to formally apologize on behalf of the company,” Nicole went on.
“I... You what?” Carson asked.
Nicole sighed. “Sexual harassment is not something that we take lightly, but nor can we ignore the fact that as women we often find ourselves in difficult situations. To be honest with you, Carson, we've found that the man who you're accused of fraternizing with has several outstanding harassment claims against him.”
“It doesn't surprise me.”
“Me neither,” said Nicole. She gave Carson a sharp-eyed look. “You could have fought the accusation and you didn't. I understand why.”
“Do you?” Carson said, not believing her for a second. She wasn't young enough or innocent enough to believe that HR were really on her side.
Nicole nodded. “Because it would be his word against yours, because you don't want to get a reputation as a difficult woman, because one report of harassment made by you can mean a career of being seen as a trouble-maker.”
“Oh,” said Carson. So she did get it.
“It's not fair and it's not okay. We understand that there are out-dated policies at work here, and we're working to change them. This will include full anonymity for those making claims in the future.”
“Oh,” Carson said again.
Nicole leaned across her desk. “So next time, you can make your accusations without worrying about what anyone will think. It's not much, but it's a start, Carson.”
“I wish I could say that there wouldn't be a next time.”
Nicole snorted. “So do I, but we both know that it'd be wishful thinking. And by the way, we're working on overturning that ridiculous non-fraternization rule. What happens among adults is none of the company's business as long as it doesn't result in unfair business practices.”
For an instant Carson honestly considered spilling the truth, letting her guilty conscience speak out. But she didn't. Because HR are on nobody's side but the company's. She knew that.
“It's about time,” was all she said.
Nicole smiled at her. “Well, that's about all I wanted to say. I just wanted to set your mind at rest and assure you that your future with the company is safe. And feel free to come to me or anyone else in the department with concerns. We'd welcome feedback on how we can deal with harassment claims more effectively.”
Carson nodded and smiled and said all the right things and shook the blonde's hand again before leaving and going back out into the main offices.
Then she sighed.
It was all working out.
The accusations were dropped. She even had some level of protection against further harassment. Her job was safe. She'd kept the clinic open and made her report, and she couldn't honestly say that she'd done it just for Katie.
Yes, she'd wanted Katie to be happy. But the town needed their clinic. She'd seen that with her own eyes. Her reports weren't a matter of mere numbers. There was a skill to them, a talent in spotting what was necessary and what wasn't.
The clinic was never going to make a profit for Schuler and Mason, but it wasn't going to lose them vast amounts of money either. So she'd used her discretion.
And now she was back in the race, back to her life, back to succeeding and earning and climbing up that ladder.
So why did she feel so damn empty about it all?
“This is all you've ever wanted,” she whispered to herself, looking out of the mezzanine landing to the busy desks below. “This is all you've worked for.”
Acing every test, every class, every interview.
So why did it all seem so unimportant?



Chapter Thirty
Founder's Day dawned bright and sunny, a hint of breeze washing the humidity out of the air. Katie was up early. The clinic had to be opened, though she'd certainly take part in the festivities. But there was always someone who needed a band-aid or a stitch or, on one occasion, a fish bone removed from a throat.
As she walked down to the clinic she saw that the preparations were already well in hand.
“Morning Trudy,” she shouted over, waving.
“Morning,” Trudy waved back.
The diner was closed and Trudy was supervising the placement of long tables in front of the stage set up on the school playground.
The Haliday brothers were moving the furniture around and Trudy was the boss of all three of them. Mikey Stillwater was sitting on the edge of the stage, his mother talking to Rob in the shade, and Katie felt her heart fill up some.
This was life. This was a community. This was what was important.
She had to continually remind herself that this was perfection, this was what she wanted, because  it seemed like she was more and more likely to forget these days.
“Morning,” she shouted through as she opened the clinic door.
“Morning,” Donna shouted back. “Hey, check this out.”
There was the sound of shuffling, then Donna came in from the break-room, bashing the metal walking frame she was using against the desk as she did so. She came fully into the waiting room, then stood still, beaming.
“What do you think?”
Katie looked her up and down, taking in the full sight of a forty something year old woman complete with walking frame. “Um... Where did you get that?” she asked.
“I had a brain-wave,” Donna said, still grinning. “I remembered that Old Art's wife used a frame and figured that he still had it, the little pack-rat that he is. So I got Paul to run up and borrow it for me.”
“And you're perfectly okay with the fact that you look like an eighty year old?”
“Fine with it,” said Donna. “I can get around just fine like this, and I don't keep dropping things and relying on people to pick up my crutches for me. You know, yesterday morning I waited for ten minutes outside the diner until someone came along to pick up the damn crutch I dropped.”
Katie shook her head and laughed. “Alright, alright. Whatever works for you. As long as you're feeling good, that's all that matters.”
“I am,” Donna sniffed. Then her eyes turned kinder. “And what about you, you feeling good?”
A deep breath, a new smile, a nod. “I'm doing just fine.”
“Bullshit,” grumbled Donna. “But it'll do for now. It all takes time, my dear, you know that. Now, I propose we grab the first aid kits so we can be prepared, set things up here so that we can pop in any time with emergencies, then get out of here and enjoy the sunshine like the rest of town. What do you say?”
“Whatever you say, boss,” Katie said, and went to deal with packing up first aid kits.
THE CHILDREN ON stage sang beautifully and Katie heartily applauded when they were done.
“More hotdogs?” Paul asked, handing her a plate.
“Just one,” she said. “I'm stuffed.”
“Shame your lady-friend can't be here,” said the policeman. “Mind you, she was a bit of a disaster. She nearly had me filling out paperwork.” He said it as though paperwork was illegal.
“Oh hush,” said Trudy from across the table. “She's better off without her, aren't you, Katie, love?”
“Oh, uh, perhaps,” said Katie, not really knowing what to say.
“You did look like the perfect couple though,” Paul persisted.
Katie looked around desperately, wishing Donna and her walking frame were anywhere within shouting distance.
“Paul Haliday, you mind your own business,” Trudy said.
Paul picked up a huge hotdog, slathered in ketchup and mustard. “Still though, makes you feel less guilty about what we did, doesn't it?” he said before taking a large bite.
Katie's senses prickled. “What did you do?”
Paul's face turned red and for a second she thought he was choking. But she could see his brothers being suddenly far too interested in their plates and even Trudy was paying an awful lot of attention to a mustard bottle.
“What's going on over here?” Anna-Leigh appeared at the end of the table, trailing all her dogs. Trudy sighed in relief and abandoned the mustard bottle in favor of feeding the dogs tiny pieces of hotdog.
“I'm just wondering what exactly our local law enforcement officer is guilty of,” said Katie, glaring at Paul.
“Nothing,” said Paul, through a mouthful. “Nothing, I swear.”
“Really? Because from what you said, it sounds like all of you did something to Carson. Mind telling me what that was, exactly?”
Saying her name out loud was... nice actually. Feeling the shape of the letters, hearing it for the first time in days, it felt better than anything else so far today had. Katie swallowed.
“For God's sake, Paul, it's not a prank if you're ashamed to own up to it,” said Anna-Leigh.
“What prank?” asked Katie.
Paul gulped down his mouthful and mumbled something.
“What was that?” Katie asked again.
He sighed. “Fine. We played a prank on Ms. Maxwell. She was always so nosy about the town and kept poking us all to see if she could find some secret or scandal or something, so...”
“So?” prompted Katie.
Another big sigh. “So we pretended that there was something but that we couldn't talk about it. Every time one of us mentioned it, we'd get halfway through a sentence and then say that we couldn't talk about it.”
“Leaving Carson to think that we were a town of serial killers or something,” Katie said. There was that name again. It still felt good in her mouth.
“The mayor was in on it,” protested Paul.
“It was nothing but a harmless bit of fun,” Frank said, finally coming to his brother's aid.
And to her horror, Katie felt tears pricking at her eyes.
There was no reason for it, she told herself sternly. It wasn't like anyone had hurt Carson. In fact, if Carson found out about the prank, Katie was pretty sure she'd laugh, long and loud with a sound like sunshine pouring down from the sky.
“Right,” she stumbled, blinking, swallowing, willing herself back under control.
“Katie, love, it was just a joke,” said Trudy, her face a picture of guilt.
“Yes, obviously,” Katie said.
“What was just a joke?” Ellen walked up to the table.
“The whole thing with Carson and the town secret,” Anna-Leigh filled her in.
“Oh, that,” said Ellen. “It was just a bit of fun. But look at all this, wouldn't Carson have loved this, Katie?”
Katie looked around at the hotdogs and the grills and the little stage and the colored napkins and shook her head. “No,” she said. “No, I don't think she would have, actually.”
Carson with her big city career and her conviction that Hartley had to be hiding something. Carson who wanted nothing more than to make money. Carson who'd run off and left her here and hadn't even offered to give her more.
Weren't long distance relationships a thing? Couldn't they have Zoomed or Skyped or Facetimed or just plain visited?
There was silence around the table. It was quiet enough that Katie could hear a guitar being tuned behind the stage.
“Sorry,” she said, swallowing down her anger and sadness. “I'm not in much of a party mood at the moment.”
“Which is absolutely fine,” Trudy said, taking control again. “We can't all smile all the time. Now how about I go and see if one of those chocolate cakes has survived this heat.”
The men readily agreed to this and the conversation started again, this time centering around the price of sheep for the fall, and Katie picked up her fork and tried very, very hard to eat potato salad.
But she saw Ellen and Anna-Leigh sharing a glance and knew that they pitied her.
Anna-Leigh laid a warm hand on her shoulder. “We're all here for you,” she whispered.
Ellen nodded. “Anything you need, my dear.”
Which somehow made things even worse.
She'd held herself together for days now. She'd done her job, she'd smiled, she'd been as close to normal as she could make herself. So why was she starting to lose it now? Why was this the moment when she suddenly needed more than anything to cry until her tears ran out and her nose was red and her eyes disappeared into her swollen face?
In front of the entire town. Seriously?
One more minute, she promised herself. Just one minute.
She waited. The men were talking. Anna-Leigh started to ask Ellen about her garden. Trudy wasn't back yet.
Finally, she slowly pushed her plate away and stood up. “Bathroom,” she murmured, though no one turned her way.
And with shaky legs she pushed through the crowds and crossed the street, making her way to the clinic. Somewhere quiet and private. If she was going to lose her shit, she didn't want the whole town watching.



Chapter Thirty One
Outside the window, twilight was descending over the city. But Carson hadn't turned on the lights.
She was sitting at her desk, her face lit by the glow of her computer screen, staring idly off into space and doing precisely nothing.
Not a thing.
What would Hartley be doing now, she wondered.
Today was Founder's Day. Not that she'd intentionally marked the day in her calendar or anything, but after a couple of weeks of exposure to the million posters around town, she couldn't help but know.
There'd be music, she decided. Music and laughter. Food, of course. Hotdogs and burgers, most likely. Beer almost certainly. Perhaps some of that potent wine that she and Katie had once shared.
The town would be celebrating together, the celebration all the more precious after such a closely averted disaster.
She could see Katie there. She could see her laughing, throwing back her head, baring her throat to the flickering lights.
She had to stop thinking about this. But she was like a kid with a loose tooth, continually prodding and poking at it with her tongue, unable to leave it alone, unable to live without the brief bursts of pain.
She shook her head, turned her attention back to her computer.
A whole new project. A prime one too, down in South Carolina, nice and close to the beach. Good weather, a meaty decision to be made, a whole factory to be considered. Just the kind of challenge that she loved.
Just the kind of challenge that should fill her with bursting energy, high ideas, excitement. A chance to show what she could really do, a chance to come back into the fold, reclaim her place on the ladder.
But the words swam in front of her eyes and by the time the knock on her office door sounded she was back to staring off into space.
“Hello there, stranger. I heard you were back from the back of beyond.” Nichelle leaned against the doorframe, arms folded.
Carson snapped to attention. “Uh, yes. Just back.”
“And office gossip has it that you've got the all clear from HR.” She arched an eyebrow. “What did I tell you? All is forgiven and you're back to business.”
“Right.” She glanced at the computer screen. Why wasn't she reading this? Why wasn't she in the least bit interested in this damn project?
“So, how about a little drink to celebrate then?” Nichelle asked.
And Carson opened her mouth to reply, opened her mouth to say the right thing, the done thing, and the words just didn't come out.
The tears did.
From nowhere, suddenly there was a flood of tears until Nichelle was hurriedly closing the office door, grabbing the box of tissues from the corner of the desk, and pulling out handfuls of them.
“Jesus Lord, what on Earth has happened, Carson?”
Carson grabbed at the tissues, blotting her face, trying to stop acres of mascara from trawling down her cheeks. She took big, shuddering breaths, she blinked as ferociously as she could, she crammed fistfuls of tissue against her mouth, stopping the wailing.
Slowly, Nichelle sank into the chair on the other side of the desk.
Slowly, Carson regained control of herself.
“I don't know,” she finally managed to say.
Nichelle leaned in. “Start at the beginning,” she said. “Just start at the beginning.”
Carson took a deep breath and then did exactly as she was told, simply because she didn't know what else to do.
“There's a diner in Hartley that sells coffee for a buck fifty a cup,” she began. And the rest of the story trickled into place as Nichelle crossed her legs and listened to every word.
THE OFFICE WAS silent, the ambitious had taken their work home, everyone else had gotten an early start to the weekend. And Carson was afraid to look Nichelle in the eye.
“I shouldn't have done it,” she said. “I know that.”
Nichelle snorted. “Bullshit.”
And finally, Carson did look up. “Bullshit? I broke the rules. I did the very thing that I was accused of.”
“You fell in love,” Nichelle said. “There ain't no law against that.”
“I...” Carson trailed off, not sure that she could repeat those words, not sure she believed them even though they rang true.
“The only question now is what you're going to do about it,” Nichelle went on.
Carson shrugged. “I have no idea. I left because I couldn't see any other option, and I still don't see any other sensible option.”
Another snort. “Sensible, my ass. Forget sensible for one damn minute, Carson, and listen to your heart instead of your head. What do you want?”
What did she want? She didn't know how to answer that question. She shrugged again.
“Okay, maybe try it the other way,” Nichelle said. “What don't you want?”
“This,” Carson said before she even had time to think about it. She waved her hand so that it encompassed her computer, her desk, the whole office. “I don't want this.”
“You don't want Schuler and Mason? Are you sure about that?”
Suddenly, this was the truest, clearest thing in her mind. Carson nodded. “Absolutely sure. I don't want this. Don't get me wrong, I did want it, or I thought I did. But now, now work seems sort of... anti-climactic, I guess.”
“Then go,” said Nichelle.
Which was when the fear clutched at her heart. This was all she'd worked for, all she knew. “How?”
Nichelle leaned in again, elbows on the edge of the desk. “I know you,” she said. “Not just as your friend. I'd know you even if we'd never met. Because you're like me. You scored top marks on every exam, you finished everything you started and finished well, you passed every interview, succeeded in every project, excelled in everything you did.”
Carson blushed, but nodded.
“And this is where you ended up. Yet another in a string of successes. But, see, the problem here is how you define success. The money's nice, sure. The challenges are cool, the promotions are great, the respect is awesome. But does all of that add up to success? I suppose that depends on your definition.”
“I'm rich,” Carson said, bluntly. “I've got everything I've ever worked for, and I worked hard to get here.”
“But is it success?” Nichelle asked again. “Carson, the only thing keeping you here is yourself. Your expectations of yourself. How you think life should be, rather than how life is. And you know what? You can change all that. You can make the decision to change in an instant, and that's all it will take.”
Carson looked at her computer, looked at her desk, and then looked at Nichelle. “How would I explain that to my parents?”
“For the lord's sake, girl, how old are you? Don't you dare let anyone else's expectations define your life.”
“Yeah, I know, right, I just...”
“You're afraid of what people might think, I get that. But you're afraid more of making a mistake. Is this a mistake? Leaving all of this, chasing after some woman you barely know?”
“I don't know,” Carson whispered.
“I don't either,” said Nichelle. “But I don't think anyone would. And I don't think you will until you try it. Do you want to try it?”
Carson nodded. “I think I do.”
“Then what's stopping you?” asked Nichelle.
“I thought all this was,” Carson said, carefully. “I thought I needed to come home to all this. I thought...”
“Maybe you thought wrong.”
“And chasing after a woman I hardly know, that's not crazy right?”
Nichelle laughed. “Hell, yes it is. It's absolutely insane. That doesn't mean you shouldn't do it though.”
“What if I don't love her?”
“Carson Maxwell, you've just sat in your office and cried in front of me. I seriously doubt that there's anything less important than love that could make you do that. But, just for the record, maybe you're not in love with her. What do I know?”
“Well, don't you think that should play a part in this decision?”
Nichelle raised her eyebrow again. “Love grows. It develops. Sometimes it's there, then it's gone. Sometimes it appears out of nowhere. There are no guarantees. So maybe the question you should be asking yourself isn't whether or not you love her.”
“What is it then?” Carson asked, almost breathless now with the thought of what she might do.
“Ask yourself whether you can live with yourself if you don't pursue this,” Nichelle said. “Ask yourself if you can honestly look in the mirror and respect your reflection if you cower here behind your desk making money for the rest of your life. Ask yourself whether it's worth the risk to take a chance on something that could be nothing, or could be the most miraculous thing you've ever experienced.”
“And when I can answer those, then I'll know what to do.”
Nichelle laughed. “Girl, you already know what to do. Now you're just persuading your brain that it's the right thing.” She stood up. “And I don't think a drink would hurt you any. Come on. My treat.”



Chapter Thirty Two
It was dark and before long the fireworks would start down by the lake. But Katie couldn't quite bring herself to care enough.
The tears had stopped, finally. But she really wasn't in the mood to celebrate. Though the town had plenty to celebrate given the past few days.
She was ordering one of the storage closets, letting the routine work calm her mind, when the clinic door opened.
“We're closed,” she shouted.
“It's my damn clinic and we're not damn closed,” Donna grumbled, pushing her way through the door with her walking frame. “And I'd about given up hope on finding you. I might have known that you'd be skulking away in here.”
“I'm not skulking away anywhere,” Katie protested.
“Oh, not shedding a tear in the privacy of the closed clinic then?”
Katie said nothing and concentrated on putting the boxes of gloves in size order.
“Stop that,” Donna said.
“You're not the boss of me.”
“Wrong. I'm definitely your boss. And it's about time you talked to me. So stop that and come to the break-room. You can make an old cripple a cup of tea.”
“You're not a cripple,” Katie said, getting up and brushing off her knees.
“But I am old, is that what you're saying?” Donna asked, as she clumsily made her way to the break-room. “And get me a Pop Tart from that secret stash of yours while you're up.”
Katie rolled her eyes, but did as she was told. By the time Donna was settled in a chair, the hot water was bubbling in the microwave and Katie was making them both tea.
“Come on then,” said Donna. “Let's talk, you and me.”
“About what?” She was well aware that she was being difficult, but this was hard enough and she didn't know where to start.
“How about we start off with some of those emotion-feeling things and go from there.”
Katie sighed. “Seriously? Emotion-feeling things? I can see why you didn't go into psychiatry.”
“I did my psychiatry rotation just like any other med student, and I'll have you know that I did extraordinarily well,” Donna said. “We don't all have to be touchy-feely and in touch with our spiritual sides. Sometimes a good dose of common sense is what's needed. Though in your case it might need more than one dose.”
“More than one?” Katie asked, cupping her warm mug in her hands.
“Well, you're apparently the only one in town that can't see you're in love, so I'm wondering if there's some kind of delusional disorder going on.”
“In love,” sputtered Katie, not trusting herself to pick up her mug, barely trusting herself to speak.
Donna sighed. “Tell me about your childhood.”
“Ha ha, want me to lie down on the couch as well?”
“No, I'm serious. Tell me about your childhood. Just the broad strokes. I know I already know, but tell me anyway. Listen to yourself.”
Katie shook her head, wondering where this was supposed to get her. But Donna glared at her so hard she was afraid not to do as she was told.
“Okay, I, um, never knew my dad, I grew up with my mom until she was killed in a car wreck when I was four. I don't really remember her. I went into foster care. Bounced in and out of families and group homes until I was eighteen, then I went on about my business before I ended up here.”
“Sad story,” Donna said.
“Not so much. I've known plenty worse.”
“Right, you were one of the lucky ones. I get that. Except just how lucky were you?” Donna sipped at her tea and grimaced when it proved too hot. “Tell me something, do you remember how it felt every time you went to a new place, a new home, a new family? Do you remember how it felt every time you had to leave? Every time you had to go somewhere else?”
Katie closed her eyes. These were feelings she'd tried to bury for a long, long time. She gave a small nod.
“It was hard, I bet. Hurtful. Difficult. Having the rug pulled out from under you all over again. Feeling like you'd never find a place to settle, never find anything of your own.”
Another small nod. “What's the point of this?” She really, really didn't want those feelings to surface. She was already delicate enough as it was.
Donna leaned back in her chair. “Your whole life has taught you that change is a bad thing. All your life you've been forced to change and change again, and you've grown to associate negative feelings with it. Which is very understandable.”
“So? Not everything has to be about change. I'm settled down now, I'm happy in Hartley.” But was she? She'd literally just run away from the town festival in tears.
“I'm no fool, Kat, whatever you might think. I know damn well why you've never taken the med school entrance exam, even though you were ready to take it two years ago, even though I've helped you study every week since.”
“I wasn't ready.”
“You were,” Donna said gently. “You are. But you don't want anything in your comfortable life to change. Because you think change is a bad thing. And I get that, I really do. I was willing to go along with the deception for a while, as long as it wasn't hurting anyone. But now it is. It's hurting you.”
Katie sighed. “Don—”
“No, I need you to listen, Kat. This is important. This has hurt you for long enough. Change isn't always bad. Change can be amazing, it brings new opportunities, new people into your life. Change is what makes the world go round, it's the reason we're not all sitting in caves chewing on mammoth steaks still. It's what drives us and makes us human. And the only thing that results from not changing is a whole pile full of regrets.”
Her stomach felt shaky, her eyes were gritty from crying, and she had no more tears to spill, which wasn't to say she didn't want to.
“You've spent a long time looking for your place in the world, Kat. And Hartley loves you. We'll always love you. We're going nowhere, we're here for you any time you need us. When you say 'going home' that home will forever be Hartley, do you understand?”
She nodded mutely.
“But that doesn't mean that you can't leave, for a little while or for good. You will always have a place to come back to.”
Her eyes filled with the tears that she had thought were exhausted.
“It's time, Kat. It's time to realize that all those wounds are scabbed over and you need to get back out into the rough and tumble of life. It's time to realize that you can't forever walk around wrapped in bubble-wrap just in case you get hurt. It's time to start taking risks again, whatever those risks may be.”
“But what if I fail?” The words came out as a whisper.
“Then we'll all be here to catch you,” Donna said. “Me and Trudy and Ellen and Anna-Leigh, old Art and the Haliday brothers, Mikey Stillwater and Rob, and all the rest of us.”
“I shouldn't have let her go.” That hurt to say.
“Maybe not,” said Donna. “But you did, or maybe she wanted to leave. Either way, what's done is done. That chapter of the story is over. Now you need to get started on a whole new one. One that leaves you happy and laughing, rather than one that leaves you crying in a dark clinic while the rest of the world celebrates outside.”
“Without Carson.”
“Perhaps. Or maybe with her. Who knows? But I do know that change doesn't come looking for you. You have to make the effort to find it.”
She took deep breaths. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, I can do this. Baby steps though, right?”
Donna snorted. “They're about the only kind of steps I can take just at the minute. Why don't we start off with getting you registered for the re-sit of that entrance exam?”
She could do that. It wasn't committing to anything, it wasn't moving or leaving or anything too scary. So she nodded.
“That's just the first step though, you gotta take more after that.”
She nodded again, more firmly this time. Because she would, because Donna was right. Because she had to start living again, not hiding, start taking chances. And maybe, one day, a beautiful stranger might walk into the diner again, or Carson might come calling, or someone else might catch her eye, and she'd be ready.
She'd be ready to take the risk.
“Think you're ready to go back out there?” Donna asked.
“It's almost fireworks time.”
Donna nodded solemnly. “And frankly, there's been enough of Art's home-brewed wine floating around that there's a solid two-to-one chance that one of the Haliday brothers is going to lose a hand. Might be best if medical personnel were on-site, don't you think?”
“It might,” Katie said, with a grin. She got up and helped Donna to her feet. “You know, I take back everything I thought about you being a psychiatrist,” she said.
“Psh, so you should. I'd have been fucking amazing,” said Donna. “Now help this old cripple get down to the lake, before the excitement starts.”
But Katie wrapped her into a hug before she could protest and held her for as long as she dared.



Chapter Thirty Three
Carson taped a box closed. “So, you're cool with this, really?”
Nichelle shrugged. “My darling, I could sell ice to Eskimos, this is nothing but a challenge to me.”
“Um, you do know that you're not selling anything, right?” Carson said doubtfully, looking over the array of boxes. “All you gotta do is wait for the guy to come from Goodwill and he'll take everything from there.”
“Oh, right.” Nichelle looked slightly disappointed. “Well, I can do that. And I can definitely handle the apartment sale. I'll be on hand if there are problems with the realtor, then I'll just scan and email documents to you as needed. That should work out.”
“I don't know how to thank you.”
“I'm your friend. Thanks aren't necessary. However, when I do have my inevitable break-down from over-work, I expect you to provide me with a quiet room in the country for my recovery.”
Carson laughed. “My room is your room,” she said, then blushed. “Um, you know what I mean.”
“I do,” Nichelle said, perching on the edge of a box. “How did Mason take it?”
“Better than I'd thought,” Carson said, choosing a box of her own to rest her weary legs. “I was lectured on what I was missing out on, I was given a counter-offer, and then finally, I was let go. I was pretty determined and I think he saw that.”
“I think he saw you sitting in his chair one day. Must be a blow for the old man.”
“He'll get over it. There are plenty of other good choices to succeed him. You, for example.”
“Oh, don't you worry, I've got no intention of being over-looked.” Nichelle hesitated for a second. “So... any plans? Thoughts about what you're going to do?”
Carson pouted in thought, then shook her head. “Not a clue. I've got money in the bank for now, investments and the like, then there'll be the money from the apartment sale. I guess I'll take things one day at a time.”
“You could always work online, there's plenty of people that could use a decent accountant if you need a little extra cash.”
“We'll see,” Carson said. “To be honest, I don't even know where I'm going to end up. Six months from now I might just be washing up in another city, ready to try all over again and build a new career. Or... Or take up fishing or become a pearl diver or something. Not a clue.”
“Huh, you've really embraced this whole 'going with the flow' thing,” Nichelle said. Another small hesitation. “I, uh, thought you were headed back to Pleasantville? Chasing after the woman of your dreams?”
Carson looked down at her feet clad in brand new sneakers, the first pair she could remember having since she was a child. She'd chosen orange Converse, figuring she'd make a splash with them.
“I'm heading toward Hartley,” she said, quietly.
“I feel a 'but' hanging there.”
Carson sighed. “But she might not want me. I have to face that.”
“Who couldn't want you? You're...” Nichelle wrinkled her face into a frown. “Okay, I was going to say you're adorable, but that might not be the word I want. You're a catch though, for sure.”
“Things moved fast up there,” said Carson. “Maybe it was just a fling, just a short-term thing. Maybe she's found someone else.”
“Already? It must be like Grand Central up there if she's already found another single lesbian that wants to settle down in a small town.”
She was lightening the mood, trying to make things sound better, Carson knew that. But she wasn't about to delude herself either.
“No, I can't count on the fact that Katie's up there pining after me and just waiting for me to swoop in and sweep her off her feet. She might have moved on. She might not feel the same way as I do. She might have left town. She might be mad that I just upped and left, without inviting her back with me, or promising her at least a phone call or two. She'd be well within her rights.”
“I guess,” Nichelle said, looking out over the sea of boxes that took up most of the floor space in the living room.
“Don't sound so depressed about it,” said Carson, lightly. “That's my job. And if that's the way things are, then I just have to accept it. I can't tie this decision to one person, I can't try and blame Katie for me leaving my career. This is on me. I'm leaving town because I need to. Because I deserve to see what else is out there. Because I've worked my whole life for one thing and suddenly found that it's not the only thing out there.”
Nichelle sniffed, then nodded. “Good, I get that. It seems healthy. You're doing this for you, not for someone else.”
“That's not to say that I'm not hoping for someone else to come along for the ride,” Carson said with a crooked grin.
“Well, as long as it doesn't have to be me,” Nichelle said, standing. “I'm far too addicted to modern conveniences and decent vodka to go live in the sticks.”
“Okay, okay, I won't make you come,” Carson said, also standing. “As long as you help me carry these last two boxes down to the truck.”
“Deal.”
The boxes weren't heavy. They contained clothes, most of which were new considering that Carson's informal wardrobe had been somewhat lacking. A few minutes later, they were pushing the boxes onto the bed of the truck.
“I can't believe you bought this,” Nichelle said as Carson banged the tail-gate closed.
“This?” Carson said, gesturing at the shiny red pick-up. “It's a smart choice. Four wheel drive, rugged, just the thing for driving up in the mountains.”
“Or looking like a red-neck,” added Nichelle.
“I could give you a ride to the office?” laughed Carson.
“My gods, no. I'll stay here and wait for the Goodwill guy. And you'd better get off on your way. It's a long drive ahead of you.”
Carson nodded, then on impulse pulled Nichelle into a hug. They'd never been that kind of friend, the kind that touched or hugged or cried together. And she was starting to think now that that had been a mistake.
“Thank you,” she said, pulling out of the hug. “I couldn't have done all this without you. And I mean that absolutely sincerely. Your listening to me, your talking me through things, your help with the logistics, it was all indispensable.”
Nichelle grinned. “Maybe I just want to get my hands on your job.”
“You're very welcome to it. But I know that's not true. You're a good woman, Nichelle. And I'm lucky to have you as a friend.”
Nichelle blinked hurriedly and sniffed. “If you don't get on the road, you'll be crying so hard that you won't be able to see the road.”
“I'm going, I'm going,” said Carson, tossing the truck keys in one hand and opening the driver's door. The truck was half-on the sidewalk and she'd blocked traffic for long enough.
“Call me when you get... somewhere,” Nichelle said. “In fact, call me tonight, just so I know that you're safe.”
“Will do,” said Carson.
She took a deep breath and climbed up into the cab of the truck, slid the keys into the ignition, and started the engine. She checked all the mirrors before pulling out into traffic and waving Nichelle goodbye.
They'd see each other again, she was sure of it. Their bond had become stronger, more intimate over the last few days and she knew that Nichelle was a part of her life for real now. But that didn't mean leaving was easy. Not when she didn't know what was awaiting her at the other end of her journey.
She stepped on the gas, thinking how much easier it was to drive a truck in sneakers than in heels.
There was a long, long drive ahead of her. Four days if she drove for most of the day. Plenty of time to think, plenty of time to pray that Katie would take her back.
But if she wouldn't, then Carson would deal with that. She'd pack her truck back up and move on to another town, another place, looking for the things that she'd been missing out on her whole life. The things that she'd missed while she was learning and working and making money.
And if Katie would have her, well, they'd figure things out together. Somehow. Everything would fall into place, she was sure of it.
Behind her a car sounded its horn and Carson narrowly avoided someone illegally overtaking her from the right.
Okay, she needed to focus. The last thing she needed was to hit anyone else in a truck. She gritted her teeth and started paying close attention to the road.
She needed to get to Hartley in one piece.



Chapter Thirty Four
It was a tall, red-brick building. By far the tallest building Katie had seen in years. It loomed over her, she'd kind of forgotten that buildings with more than three floors existed. It didn't exactly look welcoming.
She clutched the strap of her backpack and felt like she was a kid on her first day of school. All around her, people milled, opening books for last minute revision, chugging down coffee or energy drinks.
Then the double glass-paned doors opened and it was time to go in.
Katie didn't move.
Change could be a good thing, she reminded herself. And this wasn't committing to anything. It was just a test. A test she'd been ready for for months, years even.
It wasn't the test that worried her. Not really. It was that she knew that stepping through the doors was going to push a whole new set of options into motion. Options she didn't know if she was ready to handle.
“You going in or what?”
She turned and a tall Asian guy was standing beside her, looking up at the building with a look of discomfort on his face that she guessed mirrored her own.
“Um, currently, I'm at the 'or what' stage, but I'm supposed to be going in.”
“It's only a test,” he said, as though he didn't believe that himself.
“It is only a test,” she said.
“Except if I don't pass it then my whole future career path is derailed and I've got no idea what I'm going to do with my life.”
She grinned. “You know, that's not quite as bad as you might think. I've heard that there are lots of options out there. Besides, whatever's going to happen is going to happen, right? You might get hit by a bus tomorrow, in which case, getting into med school probably won't be high on your list of priorities.”
He looked down at her. “You're a cheerful soul, aren't you?”
“I'm trying to be realistic is all.” She craned her neck to look back up at him. “So, you going in or what?”
He laughed. “I was considering it.”
“How about we go in together? Strength in numbers and all that.”
“A sound military strategy. I'm not sure it works for exams though.”
“You were military?”
He nodded, and chatting comfortably, they slowly walked into the exam building.
KATIE PULLED HER backpack out of the cab, paid her fare, and let the car drive away before she walked into the small, regional airport.
“That was fast,” Rob said, stashing his phone in his top pocket and standing up. “I didn't expect you for hours yet.”
“I took the whole time I was allotted,” she said.
“And?”
“And what? It's not like they give you the results right away.” His face fell and she took pity on him. “But... I think it went okay. There was only one question that I really didn't know the answer to, and I'm guessing that's not going to disqualify me.”
“So you're going to be a doctor?” he said with a broad grin.
“Hold your horses, nothing's decided yet.” She was tired. Intellectually tired and tired of thinking about changing and moving and everything else. Just for a little while she'd like to not think about the big things.
Not that she wasn't excited. Not that she wasn't afraid. But she'd spent enough nights worrying about where the future was taking her. Nights that ended with her wishing Carson's head was on the pillow next to her. A possibility that she still wasn't quite ready to give up.
“Come on then,” Rob said. “I'll get us clearance to fly out of here and we'll get you home.”
Home.
Hartley.
She followed him out to the jaunty red and white seaplane that he'd rented until Anna-Leigh and his insurance company could come to some agreement about buying a new plane for the town.
“Fancy being my co-pilot?”
She grinned. “Only if I get to wear a dorky head-set like you do.”
“Done deal, jump up into the passenger side then.”
On the way out here she'd been too busy trying not to be nervous, too busy going over mnemonics and lists of things in her head. Now she took a deep breath of fuel-tainted air and climbed into the plane.
“Is it hard?” she asked, the smell of aviation fuel reminding her of the accident at the lake.
“Is what hard?” asked Rob, getting a clipboard from the door pocket and beginning his pre-flight inspection.
“Getting into a plane again. After what happened.”
He looked out of the window for a second, then nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it was hard. Even though I know it wasn't my fault, it was a small mechanical problem, that was all. But it was still tough the first time.”
“So why do it?”
He turned and grinned at her. “I don't know how to do anything else.”
“I'm serious. Why not quit?”
“People need me. The town needs me, that was a big part of it,” he said, looking out of the windshield again. “But I think the biggest part of it was me. I was dreading getting back in a plane again. But then I realized that I had a choice. I didn't have to do it.”
“Having the choice made it easier?”
“In a way, yes. It sounds weird. But it really did help, knowing that I could walk if I wanted. Then I figured there was no harm in trying. It wasn't like anyone was going to laugh at me or anything if I sat in the pilot's seat and then decided I didn't want to fly. So I tried it.”
“Baby steps.”
“Exactly. Once I was in the seat, I just tried turning the engines on. Then I just tried taking off. And before I knew it, I was so busy loving what I was doing that I forgot to be afraid.” He turned to her. “Does that make me sound really dumb?”
She shook her head. “Not in the slightest.”
“So, shall we go?”
“Ready when you are.”
THE MOUNTAINS WERE more shades of green than she could remember existing. And as the small plane began to swoop down into the valley, she could see the glittering blue of the lake shining up in the evening sun.
It reminded her of the day she and Carson had gone to the look-out point, the day they'd first kissed, the day she'd seen Carson's mouth drop open in awe at the beauty of the view.
Below, Hartley materialized out of the forest, a collection of little houses, spreading out into farms and homesteads with tracts of land attached to them.
Katie's heart filled up.
Donna was right. This would always be home. Flying in like this, she would forever be filled with a sense of comfort, stability, security, and love. But she was beginning to accept that this didn't mean she couldn't move on. For a while at least.
In some way, knowing that Hartley would always be there was what was making it possible for her to even consider other options.
She could try anyway. Just like Rob getting into his plane. Baby steps.
“Shall I do a victory lap? Or would you rather get on the ground?” the big pilot asked.
Katie laughed. “Honestly, I'm starving. I've barely eaten all day because I was kind of afraid I'd throw up on my exam paper.”
“Right you are, one landing coming up,” said Rob.
The engines roared as the plane began to descend and Katie held on to the sides of her seat as they got lower and lower.
“Looks like you've got a welcoming committee,” Rob said, nodding toward her window.
Katie peered outside and saw a figure on the lake-shore getting closer. It took a second for her to recognize that Donna was waiting for her.
“Thank God she's finally got that plaster off her leg,” she said to Rob.
“I think it's best for the community as a whole,” he agreed. “After she cracked the door to the shop with that damn walking frame I'm pretty sure Glenn was considering cutting off her Pop Tart supply.”
The plane veered slightly and then smoothly glided across the water to the lake's edge.
“A perfect landing.”
“Just give me a second,” said Rob. “With no dock for the time being, you've got to be willing to either get your feet wet or be carried in by the world's handsomest and strongest pilot.”
But Donna was waving both arms from the shore and Katie suddenly realized that something might be wrong.
“It's fine, I've got this,” she said, tearing off her sneakers and pushing them into her backpack.
She opened the plane door and half-climbed, half-slid down into the water. It was cold against her shins and she held her breath for a second before she got her balance and began wading in.
“Come on, come on!” Donna yelled.
“What is it?” she shouted back, hurrying as best she could through the water.
“Come on!” Donna shouted again.
She pushed herself, almost jogging until she was only ankle deep and then she could really run. “What?” she said, starting to panic now. What could have gone wrong in her absence?
“She's here,” said Donna, rushing up to greet her, clutching her elbow and propelling her up onto the sand.
“Who's here?” Katie asked, confused.
Donna laughed. “Carson. Carson's here.”



Chapter Thirty Five
Katie's legs were shaking as Donna hurried her up Main Street to the diner. But as they neared the restaurant, she could see a line of people waiting outside.
All three Haliday brothers, Anna-Leigh, and Trudy were all lined up outside the diner, looking like protesters without signs.
“What's going on here?” Katie asked.
“Carson's in there,” said Trudy.
“I get that. But why are you all out here?”
Frank and Dan Haliday looked at each other. “Privacy?” Frank hazarded.
Katie narrowed her eyes. Something was obviously going on, and if nothing else, it distracted her from the nerves. Because suddenly, rather than being terrified of seeing Carson's face, she was rather worried about what the town had done to her.
This was a close-knit community. Carson had left her. They wouldn't have... done anything to her, would they?
She stepped forward and pulled at the door. Which didn't open. She turned to survey the tiny group. “You locked her in?”
“We didn't want her to escape again,” Trudy said, blushing.
“You locked her in?” Katie couldn't quite believe what she was saying. “You locked her inside. Alone.”
“Which I was just explaining to them was illegal detention,” Anna-Leigh said, tartly.
“And I was saying that I'm a police officer so it can't be illegal detention,” Paul put in. “If anything, it's legal detention, since I'm the law around here and all.”
Katie opened her mouth to protest, then shook her head in despair. She held out her hand. “Keys.”
Trudy shuffled in the pockets of her apron before coming up with a set of silver keys. She handed them over without a word.
“Every single one of you stays out here,” Katie said. “All of you. Understood?”
“It's my diner,” said Trudy. “I've got a business to run.”
“Well you've not been running it for the last...” A thought struck Katie. “Wait, how long exactly has Carson been in there for?”
“Oh, not but around a half hour,” Dan Haliday said.
“And I gave her coffee and pie,” added Trudy.
Katie shook her head again. “Just stay out here,” she said. “Please.”
She glanced at Anna-Leigh. The mayor nodded and she knew that the others wouldn't be allowed in.
Then with careful hands she unlocked the door and didn't hesitate for a moment before she walked in.
Slowly, evenly, she walked toward the booths where she could see Carson's dark head. She didn't lose her nerve until the very last second. And then, heart beating in her mouth, she ducked into the booth behind Carson's, so that they were back-to-back.
“They locked me in,” was the first thing that Carson said, not even commenting on the fact that Katie was sitting at an entirely separate table.
“Yeah, they, um, didn't want you to escape.” Her fingers picked at the edge of the menu on the table. It hurt to breathe.
“I guess I deserve that, then,” said Carson.
“Paul's calling it legal detention, since he's a cop and all.”
There was a sputtering laugh. “Sounds about right.”
The air-conditioning unit hummed in the background and Katie wondered what was supposed to come next.
It wasn't that she didn't want to hope. It was more that she was afraid. Afraid that if she dared to hope and those hopes were dashed again that she wouldn't be able to pick the pieces up next time. That she'd have to stay shattered and broken forever.
“I, uh, took the med school entrance exam today,” she said, wanting to fill the silence and not wanting to start the conversation that she knew had to happen.
There was a rustle of movement. “You did?”
She could feel Carson's breath stirring her hair, but she didn't turn around. “Uh-huh.”
“Well, at least one of us might have a career,” Carson said, and she'd turned back around, her voice echoing through the empty diner.
Katie's heart skipped a beat. “One of us?”
Carson cleared her throat. “I quit my job.”
“You... what?”
There was the sound of someone swallowing. “I quit my job. Sold my apartment. Packed everything into a truck. It's parked up at Ellen's place.”
Katie stared down at her fingers on the laminated table-top and thought she should get a manicure. Then the words sank in and her brain nearly exploded and her heart swelled to twice its normal size.
She dared, just for a second, to hope. And it was enough to propel her to her feet. Enough to get her up and moving and coming around to Carson's booth, seeing her face, taking a seat opposite her. But not quite enough to let her reach out and touch Carson's hands.
“You... You quit everything and brought all your stuff up here?”
“Not all my stuff,” Carson said, green eyes sparkling. “I sold a lot of it or gave it away. I mean, there's not much call for designer suits in Hartley.”
Still she couldn't quite get there, couldn't quite bridge the gap. “Is Hartley where you intend to stay then?” she asked.
“That depends,” said Carson.
“On what?”
“On you.”
✽✽✽
 
This wasn't going quite according to plan. Not that she'd had a real plan. But there'd been an image there, one based on a thousand romantic movies and novels, one that she was pretty sure was the traditional path for these reunions to take.
And it didn't include being locked in the town diner.
Nor did it include not even seeing Katie's face.
But she'd felt the nervousness as soon as Katie walked in, had known that things needed to be this way. Until that moment when Katie had finally come to her, turned to see her face, and then, weirdly, Carson felt... complete.
No more nerves, no more uncertainty. Seeing Katie's puzzled look simply felt right.
“You did all this for me?” Katie asked. “Gave up everything?”
“No,” Carson said. “I did it for me. I did it because of you. Because you showed me that there's more to life than work and money and ambition. But in the end, I did it for me. In the end, if you turn me down, then I'll walk out of here, get in my truck, and drive on to the next town. I'll just keep looking for somewhere as perfect as Hartley.”
Katie's frown deepened. “I thought you didn't believe in perfect.”
Carson smiled. “I was wrong. Kind of.”
“Kind of?”
“You're pretty perfect.”
“You're not going to charm me into this.”
Carson raised an eyebrow. “I'm not sure I intended to.”
“Then why are you here?”
A heartbeat, then two, then Carson took a breath and answered as honestly as she knew how. “To see if you'll forgive me for leaving. To see if you'll have me. To see if maybe you'd be interested in... exploring us a little bit further.”
“Exploring us?”
“Did someone turn you into a parrot while I was gone?” Carson asked, leaning forward, clasping her hands on the tabletop.
“I guess I'm just not sure what's happening here.”
“Then let me clear things up.” One more deep breath. “Katie Robinson, I like you an awful lot and I think I'm probably falling in love with you and I'd like the chance to see if a relationship between us could work.”
She ached to reach out and touch Katie, but didn't dare yet.
Katie looked down at the tabletop. “Car...”
“It's okay. You can be honest. I can leave right now, I swear I can. I'll go without looking back if that's what you want from me.” It'd hurt like hell, but she'd do it.
And then Katie's sparkling blue eyes were looking into hers and there were tears brewing. “No, no. I don't want you to go. That's not what I meant at all. I want you too,  I like you too.”
Carson couldn't help the grin that was spreading across her face. “Then what's the problem?”
“I don't know what's going to happen,” Katie said. “I might go to med school, I might leave Hartley, I have no idea what the future is going to be like.”
“I'm unemployed,” Carson pointed out. “But I'm not sure that's really the point.” She bit her lip. “I was rather thinking that perhaps we could find out what the future holds together.”
Katie's breathing sounded shuddery and she was looking at the table again. “I think I might like that.”
“I think I might too,” Carson said.
There was a long moment of silence. Then Carson finally reached across and took Katie's hand. Katie clutched back, warmth traveling between them.
“Come on,” said Carson, standing up and pulling Katie up with her. “If you stay in this diner too long, you end up getting locked in, or so I've heard.”
“You might just have uncovered the town's dirty secret,” said Katie.
Outside, Carson could see eager faces trying very, very hard not to peer through the windows. For a moment she drew back. But what the hell.
She pulled Katie in close and soundly kissed her, letting prickles of energy tickle her skin, letting all thoughts leave her head, letting the taste and smell of Katie fill her to the brim. And trying very, very hard to ignore the whoops and cheers coming from outside.



Epilogue
Carson ushered Katie out of the front door. “I can't believe that there's actual snow.”
Katie turned her face up to the darkened sky and sighed.
And Carson kept her temper because she knew that Katie was tired. “Come on, exams are over now, chill out a bit. You can afford to be a little excited about the snow. It's... well, it's better than boiling inside my own skin.”
“But far more dangerous for driving,” said Katie.
“So it's just as well that we're walking to the school. What's all this about anyway?” Carson asked, looping her arm through Katie's.
“You're more likely to know that than I am, since you're the one that's here all the time.”
“Grumpy, grumpy,” Carson said, determined to cheer her up at least a little. “And you're done for the whole semester now, so you get to be here for a few weeks. Cheer up, Kat. I know you must be exhausted. But I swear, once this town meeting's done, I'll run you a hot bath and let you sleep for days. Okay?”
The cold had turned Katie's cheeks pink and Carson saw a little spark of light come into her eyes. “Really? Let me sleep for days, huh? Without interruption? Without any wandering hands or little kisses?”
Carson snorted. “Psh, you overestimate your powers of seduction, my dear. I can withstand the lure of you.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
Katie's hand had slipped around Carson's waist and a thumb was stroking her opposite hip-bone, she could feel it even under the thickness of her coat. She shivered in delight.
“You're not as great at resistance as you think you are,” Katie murmured.
Carson stopped stock still in the middle of the street, white flakes spinning around her. “Want to put that to the test?” she asked, voice gruff with wanting. “Because I can take you home right now and—”
“And we have to get to this meeting,” Katie reminded her.
“You're the one who insisted,” grumbled Carson, but she took Katie's arm again and they began to trudge through the growing drifts of snow.
“Because I'm nearly never here and it's important that I stay connected to Hartley.”
“I know, I know,” said Carson.
In the distance, the little school was glowing yellow and all lit up. It looked like a warm shelter from the growing chill of the night and the two women hurried their steps a little to reach the door. There'd be hot coffee at the least, and Carson was rather hoping for some of Trudy's hot chocolate as well.
Her first winter in the mountains. Her first winter in Hartley. There was Christmas still to come, and presents and singing and a whole bunch of things that months ago she'd never have imagined were important.
She was settling in better than she'd ever thought. Working from home meant that she had plenty of time to chat and hang out in the diner, or at the clinic with Donna. In fact, the only down-side was that Katie was gone from Monday to Friday at school.
Not that that was Carson's choice. Katie had insisted. She'd insisted that one of them stay in Hartley, insisted that it was what she wanted. And Carson knew her well enough now to know that the security of having an anchor in Hartley was important to her, was necessary for her.
Which didn't make it easier exactly, having her gone five nights a week, but it did make it more understandable.
They were drawing closer to the school now and Carson could practically taste the hot chocolate.
“I'm not sure how well it went,” Katie said, out of nowhere.
Carson stopped and looked down at her. “How well what went?”
“The exams,” said Katie, looking down at the ground. “I'm not sure how well they went.” She hesitated, cleared her throat, then added: “I, uh, I'm not sure I'm cut out for this.”
“You're not sure you're cut out for med school?” Carson said, trying to get her sluggish cold brain to catch up.
“Uh-huh.”
Carson blew out a breath that turned to a cloud of steam in the cold night. The school was beckoning them and her toes were going numb. This was an important conversation, she could see that. But she was also freezing.
“You can always quit,” she said. Which was easier said than done, she of all people knew that, but then she'd done it herself, quit, changed her life, so maybe Katie needed to do the same thing.
“I know,” Katie said sadly, still looking at the ground.
Carson spared a longing look for the school door, yellow light spilling out. “Wanna go home?”
Katie shook her head. “No, come on, we've come this far, let's go and get a warm drink at least. This'll keep.”
She trudged off to the school, stomping the snow off her boots as she got to the door and Carson watched her.
Katie hated change, Carson knew that. But was this a case of her really making a mistake, or just being afraid of the challenges that came with transforming her life? Carson couldn't tell, and to be honest, she had concerns of her own about their situation.
✽✽✽
 
“I'm sorry, have we met?” Donna held her hand out and Katie batted it away before pulling her into a hug.
“Oh dear,” said Donna, pulling out of the hug to look into Katie's eyes. “Things are that bad, are they?”
“I think I failed,” Katie said, speaking the words out loud for the first time and hating the way they sounded.
Donna laughed. “Darling, everyone feels that way about their first set of med school exams. I'm sure you did just fine. In fact, I'm certain you did.”
“I don't know, Don. They were tough.”
“And you're tired and sleep-deprived and you've been missing home. All of which mean that your judgment isn't as good as it could be.”
“I can't have Rob fly out to pick me up every night,” Katie said, even though she wished he would.
“Then think of this as a short-term sacrifice. You'll be just fine, Kat. I swear. And even if, by some hellish miracle, you're not, then you can always re-take the things you missed. You worry too much.”
“I worry that I've made the wrong decision.” Again, she hated the way the words sounded.
Donna sighed and patted her shoulder. “Sleep on it. Get a solid night's sleep and if you're saying the same thing in the morning then maybe I'll be more inclined to believe you.”
A dark-haired woman was approaching, a mug in either hand. “Don't mean to interrupt,” she said with a beaming smile. “Just wanted to give you this before it cools down.” She handed one of the mugs to Donna and touched her arm, before grinning again. “Let me just track down that errant child of mine.”
It took Katie a few seconds to process what had just happened. There was something about the woman, about the way she'd touched Donna's arm, about the familiarity in how she passed the mug, and a fleeing resemblance in her face to someone that Katie knew.
Her tired mind finally put all the pieces together and she looked up at Donna with her mouth open.
“That's Mikey Stillwater's mom,” she said.
Donna blushed but nodded.
“And you're... and she... and the two of you are...?”
“Jesus, Kat, you're like a shocked virgin. Yes,” Donna said, rolling her eyes. “Rita Stillwater and I are, well, I don't exactly know what to call it. We're having a dalliance as my grandmother would say.”
“Looks like more than a dalliance to me,” said Katie, wondering just how much more she'd missed out on being away from town all the time.
Donna shrugged. “It's early days.”
But there was something in the way she said it that made Katie think that it was more than just a flirtation, that it was something serious and the doctor was finally letting her guard down, and she found she was grinning.
“I'm very happy for your... dalliance,” she said.
Donna treated her to another eye roll. “What do you think Anna-Leigh's got us all out here for on a night like this?” she asked, changing the subject.
✽✽✽
 
Carson rubbed her hands together, forcing the blood to get moving again. “Chilly out there,” she said to Rob, who was standing in line behind her.
“Lucky that I got your lady in before the snow started coming down,” said Rob. He sniffed and they all shuffled forward closer to the treasured goal of hot chocolate. “Is Katie alright?” he asked. “She seemed a bit...”
“Stressed,” filled in Carson. “I think med school's getting to her. I think she wants to quit.”
“Oh dear. That'd be a shame.”
“Would it?” said Carson. “I'm not so sure. I mean, I'd never ask her to quit, and if this is what she wants I'm a hundred percent behind her. I'm just... Nothing. It's stupid.”
“What's stupid?” Rob asked, his grin bright and wide. “Come on, you're part of the town now, that means you have to spill all your secrets.”
“Oh yeah, like the lot of you 'spilled' your secrets,” Carson laughed. “All trying to convince me that there's some big scandal in town and none of you could talk about it. I can't believe I fell for it.”
“Neither can I. You're generally smarter than that. Which is why you're probably not thinking of something stupid to do with Katie,” Rob said.
Carson shrugged. “I don't know. I just wonder... Is this really what a relationship is supposed to look like? Not that I don't love her. I'd scoop my eyes out for her if necessary.”
Rob grimaced. “Nice picture.”
“I just mean that, well, she's away all the time, I'm here. I don't think relationships are supposed to look like this.”
“Bullshit,” said a voice.
Carson turned and saw Rita Stillwater blushing.
“Oh, I know, I know. I shouldn't be eavesdropping,” Rita said. “But honestly, Car, you know better than that. A relationship is anything you want it to be, as long as the both of you are happy. Look at me.”
Carson saw her cast a glance over to where Donna was talking to Katie, the blush in her cheeks deepening.
“I'd never have thought that I'd end up liking someone like Donna. Not a woman, certainly, and no way was I ever smart enough to date doctors. But some things just work out. Can't say it's what I'd ever imagined a relationship to be, but I'm happy. Mikey's happy. For the first time in a long time, since Donny went, the two of us look forward to the weekend when Don's not working.”
Rob laid a hand on Rita's arm. “The two of you fit nicely.”
“A relationship is what you make of it,” Rita said, surprisingly fiercely. “And don't let anyone tell you different. You build what you want, it ain't no competition with judges telling you that something is right or wrong.”
“Do you lot want chocolate or not?” Ellen said. She was waiting at the head of the line, ladle in hand, frowning impatiently.
Carson grinned at Rita, then at Ellen. “Fill up two mugs,” she said. “And if Katie's lucky, I won't drink hers by the time I get over there.”
✽✽✽
 
“You're probably wondering why I'd make you all come out here on a night like this,” Anna-Leigh said, standing up on the small stage, a podium in front of her. “And I'd tell you that a town doesn't run itself and it's never too early to start planning for Founder's Day.”
There was a general groaning and Katie laughed. In one hand she held her mug, the other was on Carson's leg, feeling her warmth through her pants.
“But there is something quite special to announce first,” Anna-Leigh continued. “Something that I'm sure you'll all be glad you came to hear.”
“Get on with it!” Paul Haliday shouted, and it was quite obvious he'd already got started on the holiday cheer. His nose was red and his brothers hushed him.
“Very well,” said Anna-Leigh. “I know we've all been worried about the clinic, and it's something I myself have been rather unsettled about. I've been working for a while now to get this sorted and just this morning I got final word.”
There was excited chatter and Katie looked at Donna on her other side, and Donna flashed her a wink.
“The state health authorities have agreed to partially fund the clinic, including offering Schuler and Mason a fair buying price for the land and building on it. So as of this morning, the clinic is safe and you can all get sick whenever you like, without having to worry about helicoptering yourselves out of here.”
A raucous cheer ripped through the air and Katie threw herself at Donna, clutching her in a tight hug. “For real?”
“For real,” Donna said, voice muffled by Katie's sweater.
“Congratulations!” was all Katie could think of to say. It felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest, she hadn't realized just how worried she'd been about the clinic closing.
✽✽✽
 
Anna-Leigh was leaning up against a wall of the school hall, a plastic cup of wine in her hand when Carson finally caught up with her.
“There you are.”
“I've been here all evening,” Anna-Leigh said, raising her glass slightly.
“You knew all about this, didn't you?” said Carson, unable to stop herself. Sometimes her natural suspicions came to the forefront. Sometimes she still couldn't quite believe how perfect Hartley was. And sometimes, like right now, she knew she was right to be suspicious.
“I don't know what you're talking about,” said Anna-Leigh, her face a picture of innocence.
“You knew all about the clinic potentially closing and you've been working on this plan for months and months,” Carson said. “It takes a damn sight longer than four months to get state funding for anything.”
Anna-Leigh pursed her lips. “Well, thanks to a certain anonymous letter writer I did know that there was a fair chance the clinic would close in the near future,” she said.
“Hey, I thought I was leaving that letter for the best.” Carson blushed at the memory of it. She'd never mentioned it to Anna-Leigh before, never had the courage to. “I couldn't think what else to do.”
“And I appreciated it greatly.”
Carson narrowed her eyes. “But I didn't need to leave it at all, did I? You knew all about this way before I came along.”
Anna-Leigh smiled. “You know, as mayor, it's my responsibility to know what's happening in my town. Of course I knew that the clinic had been auctioned off. As soon as I found out I started working on solutions. That's my job.”
There was a snuffling and one of Anna-Leigh's dogs put a wet nose against Carson's hand. “You're a mysterious one, aren't you?” Carson grinned.
Anna-Leigh shrugged. “I do my best to keep things running. Perfection doesn't come easy, you know. There's a lot of planning involved.” She looked down at the dog. “And watch out for Billy.”
“I know, I know,” Carson said. “He bites.”
THE SNOW HAD stopped by the time the town straggled out of the school.
“See you in the morning,” Trudy said to Carson, who was wrapping a scarf around her neck. “The coffee pot'll be on first thing.”
“Thanks, Trude. Night.”
“Night,” Katie said, coming up and putting her arm through Carson's. “Time for that bath you promised me. And some sleep.”
Carson grinned and they started walking up main street.
They passed the tiny town hall, the closed diner, and Glenn's shop, all shuttered up for the night. And the snow lay over everything, crisp and white and beautiful.
“It looks like a Christmas card,” Carson breathed.
“Speaking of which, did you get an answer from Nichelle?”
“She's driving in,” Carson said, rolling her eyes. “She flat out refused to get on a commuter plane, even when I told her she'd be driving for days. She says she'll be here on Christmas Eve, but we'll be lucky to see her by New Year's, in my opinion.”
Katie laughed. “I can't wait to meet her.”
“You'll like her. And she'll like you,” Carson said. For a second she was struck by the thought of her parents. They'd refused any holiday invitations. They hadn't exactly been supportive about her decision to quit and move to the mountains. But avenues of communication were still open. Carson hoped that by next year things would be better, and maybe even they'd visit.
The sound of people dimmed as they got further away from the heart of town. But Carson waited until it was completely quiet before she said: “You didn't mean it about quitting, did you?”
Katie puffed out a breath. “No,” she said, finally. “It's been a tough few weeks. I'm tired, it's stressful, but I don't really want to quit. I think I was just missing home, that's all.”
Carson stopped and turned Katie to look at her. Cheeks bright pink from the cold, blue eyes sparkling, with a hint of gray tiredness underneath them. “I've been thinking about something,” she said. “About, um, buying a house.”
“A house!” Katie's eyes grew wide.
Carson shrugged. “Alice's place down close to Ellen's is going up for sale, she's moving out to her sister's, and I thought maybe we could put an offer in. Me and you. Together.”
Katie's mouth opened, but no sound came out.
“See,” Carson said. “I don't mind if you quit med school. Or if you don't. I don't care if you need to be away for a week at a time, or if I come with you for a couple of days a week. We can work on that. We can make this relationship be whatever we want it to be, make it work however it can work for us.”
Katie swallowed. “Maybe you coming up a couple of nights a week would make things easier.”
“Then I'll drive you up on a Sunday night and stay till, say, Tuesday or whatever, then come back here and prepare for your arrival on Friday nights,” Carson laughed. “And if that doesn't work, well, we'll come up with another plan.”
“Thank you,” said Katie quietly.
Carson took both her gloved hands and held them tight between their chests. “Kat, I've no idea what the future holds for either of us. I don't know what's going to happen tomorrow. But I do know that I'm here for you and that you can always, always count on me.”
“I know that,” Katie said, her eyes glowing with tears now. “But a house, Car, really?”
Carson nodded. “Yes. A house. A little piece of Hartley that'll always be ours, no matter what else happens, no matter where we need to move to for your residency, no matter what, there'll always be a place here for us.”
“Are you sure?”
Carson held her close. “I don't think I've ever been as sure about anything in my life,” she said. “After all, if you find perfection, you'd be an idiot to let it go, wouldn't you?”
Katie tilted her head up until the moonlight caught her hair. Her lips were soft and pink and Carson leaned in to kiss them.
“I love you,” Katie murmured.
“And I love you,” said Carson, before surrendering herself to the kiss completely.
Slowly, slowly, the snow began again, tiny flakes drifting down, spinning through the air, landing on their eyelashes and hair, drifting on the streets, slowly covering all the buildings of the littlest town in the world until everything was white and perfect.
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The Life Coach
Chapter One
Alice winced as the brush caught in her hair. “Ninety seven,” she said. “Ninety eight,” as the brush traveled down again.
“Knock knock.” Harrison stood in the doorway, a steaming mug in either hand.
Two more half-hearted strokes and Alice put the hairbrush neatly in its place on the dressing table and then grinned. “Cocoa? For real?”
Harrison rolled her eyes. “You know I actually think 'for real' every damn time I see you,” she said, taking a couple of steps to hand Alice a mug before perching on the end of the bed.
“And why's that?”
“Um... You actually have an outfit ready and hanging on the back of your chair for tomorrow morning,” Harrison said. “Your dressing table looks like you tidied it with a ruler and set-square in your hand. You literally just gave your hair a hundred strokes with a hairbrush, and don't deny it, I heard you counting.”
“What's wrong with that?” Alice asked, tucking her now very shiny blonde hair behind her ears.
Harrison sighed. “You're... I don't know, you're like one of those dolls, the big ones, what are they called? American Girl dolls, you know the ones I mean?”
Alice had a brief memory of the four American Girl dolls that were currently in storage at her parents' place and blushed. “Mm-hmm,” she said.
“And you have... what is that exactly?” Harrison asked, pointing to what was hung on the wall next to the dressing table.
“A mood board.”
“For what?”
Alice felt the blush creeping further up her face. “Um, for stuff.”
Harrison leaned in to take a closer look. “Is that a wedding dress?”
“Uh...”
“Kind of my point, Al. You're special. Not like anyone else I know. Not that that's a bad thing,” Harrison added quickly. “You're lovely and wonderful and amazing. I just don't think I've met anyone else whose goal in life is to become a wife.”
“That's not my goal in life,” Alice protested even though secretly she kind of thought it might be. At least a little.
“You want the fairy tale,” Harrison said, crossing her legs. “I get it. It's just that most women I know don't believe in fairy tales anymore.”
“Well that's on them,” said Alice. “And you're the one bringing hot cocoa to my room.”
“Yeah, I thought you'd appreciate the touch,” Harrison grinned. She lifted her mug, baring a wrist and the swirling colors of her tattoos. “Especially on the night before your big day and all.”
“It's not that important,” Alice said, though her stomach clenched a little.
“Your first day on the job, that's pretty important, roomie. And didn't you say the guy's famous?”
Alice bit her lip and nodded. “He's a big deal,” she admitted.
“A big deal in the world of... life coaching?”
She double checked Harrison's face, but she didn't seem to be teasing. They'd been roommates for six months now and Alice adored Harrison. Technically, she'd nursed a crush on the older woman right up until Harrison had quashed it by being straight, but once dreams of a white wedding were out of the picture, Alice had come to love her in other ways.
She wasn't always sure when Harrison was teasing though. Not that the fiercely protective red-head was mean, just sometimes she let her wicked sense of humor and her sharp tongue get away from her.
“Life coaching,” Alice agreed.
“Which is... what exactly?” Harrison sipped from the mug then pulled a face. “Jesus, this is disgusting.”
“What were you expecting?” Alice frowned. “You're the one who made it.”
“I don't know. I thought it'd be like hot chocolate or something,” Harrison grimaced.
Alice took a drink then nearly spat it out. “You forgot the sugar,” she said. “Have you never had cocoa before?”
Harrison shook her head. “I thought it sounded appropriately sweet and innocent and like something you'd like,” she said. “So I grabbed some from the store. Guess I probably should have read the instructions.”
“Probably,” Alice said, glad for the distraction. Not that she didn't want to answer Harrison's question. It was more that she couldn't. She actually had no idea what Foster Davison, her new boss, did. Other than make YouTube videos and visit clients.
Not that she hadn't tried. But his website was big on motivational mottoes and slim on details. Still though, she was only supposed to be his assistant. She'd figure things out.
“Okay, I'm getting rid of this swill,” Harrison said. “Hand that cup over.”
Alice did as she was told.
“Oh.” Harrison turned as she got to the door. “And you'd better figure out what the hell life coaching is,” she added. “We've got rent to pay, and we need your fancy new job to pay it.”
Alice smiled with more confidence than she really felt. “It's all gonna be fine.”
She really hoped that it would be.
She heard Harrison clomping down the hallway to the kitchen and her eyes caught on the mood board.
Ms. Right was a long time coming, if she was even out there. Not that Alice didn't want to achieve other things in life. Of course she did. But her dreams, even as a kid, had been about having a house, a partner, raising children. It was what she wanted, old-fashioned or not.
Sometimes she worried that she'd been born a half-century too late.
In the kitchen the microwave beeped and then Harrison swore long and loud. Alice shook her head and went to make sure that her roommate hadn't burned herself too badly.
THE OFFICES WERE all glass and white walls and Alice felt herself calming a little as she sat primly in the waiting room. Neat and tidy, perfectly ordered, this was her kind of place.
Her shoes were shined, her bag was on her lap, she had every reason to be confident.
Except she could see a woman talking to the receptionist and both were looking in her direction. Her heart sank just a little.
“I'm Alice Knowles,” she'd introduced herself to the receptionist. “I'm Foster Davison's new assistant.”
And the look on the woman's face had told her all she needed to know. A mixture of fear and pity. Alice's mouth went dry at the memory of it.
All of this was a mistake, she could see that now.
Okay, she needed a job. And this had seemed kind of perfect. 'Well-organized, efficient and charming assistant required.' The sentence could have been written about her.
But the first red flag should have been the fact that she'd been interviewed by a woman. A woman with dark hair who'd asked all the questions and given her a frosty smile. Not Foster himself. In fact, she hadn't even heard his name until the interview was over.
She definitely hadn't actually met him.
She uncrossed her legs then re-crossed them in the other direction. If he was that bad, then she'd quit, she told herself. Life was too short for a job she was going to hate.
She checked the clock behind the vast reception desk. The guy obviously needed an assistant. He was already fifteen minutes late. She sighed and tried to relax her face so that she didn't look irritated.
“Mr. Davison will be with you shortly,” the receptionist called over.
Alice smiled politely.
He'd better.
Or...
Or she'd walk, she told herself, knowing that she'd never find the courage to do so.
Still though, she could dream. She half-closed her eyes, imagining the satisfaction of getting up, smoothing down her skirt, striding out of the offices, the receptionist calling after her.
“Knowles!”
The word was barked across the waiting room. She opened her eyes. A short man with sallow skin and an expensive suit was standing impatiently by a glass door.
“Get a move on then,” he said, glancing her over from top to toe in one look.
“Mr. Davison,” she began.
“I don't have time for pleasantries, get a move on, time is money here and I'm a very busy man.”
He turned and strode down the corridor and Alice had to run to catch the glass door before it closed and locked her back out in the waiting room. She hurried after him.
“Coffee on my desk at nine sharp when I'm in the office,” he said. “All calls are screened, no matter who they're from. I'm out of the office or unavailable to everyone. If it's important I'll call them back. Keep things neat and tidy, ensure my calendar is up to date and don't even think about using those horrific little sticky post-it bookmarks that look like arrows. I can't stand the fuckers.”
Alice was practically running to keep up with him, fervently wishing that she could take notes.
“You'll be in here,” he said, pushing open a door. “My office is the door behind you, I expect you in by eight thirty and at your desk until at least five, though some days you'll stay longer, don't talk back, don't contradict me, address me as 'sir.' Any questions?”
Alice gulped. “Uh, how do you take your coffee?” She saw his eyebrow raise and hastily added a 'sir' to the end of her question.
“Black,” he said, and let go of the door he was holding so that it slammed in her face so close that she felt it brush past her nose.
He disappeared into his own office, slamming the door, and leaving Alice feeling an awful lot like she'd been picked up by a tornado and deposited somewhere that very definitely wasn't Kansas anymore.



Chapter Two
Viv yanked at Max's leash, pulling him back from the grass at the edge of the park.
“I swear to all the gods, Max, you roll in poop again and you're cleaning your own damn self up.”
Max wagged his tail enthusiastically and Viv sighed, pulling the dog along in her wake.
“Time we got you home. Come on then, let's get going.”
Max trotted obediently alongside her, ignoring the temptations of the children's park, the soccer field, and even the odd piece of interesting trash along the route. In general, he was a good-natured animal if not always the most well-behaved.
“You know, you're the most sensible conversation I get all day,” Viv said as they walked back out onto the street. Which was mostly true, if only because Max was often the only one she talked to all day.
Max whined, sensing an opportunity.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, you'll get your treats when we get home. As long as you behave until then.”
She marched with the dog up the street and couldn't help but pat his shaggy head as he stuck to her side.
He wasn't her dog.
Not that she didn't look after him, feed him, walk him, groom him, and all the rest. But technically he wasn't her dog. It had been Bill who'd insisted that a life in the suburbs wasn't complete without a dog.
She'd put her foot down, thinking about the extra work of cleaning dog hair off everything three times a day, and then one evening Bill had appeared with Max in his arms and the deal was done.
Bill being Bill of course, the thrill of having a dog had worn off after a couple of weeks, and Viv had found herself Max's main caretaker. Something she begrudged Bill for, but not enough that she was willing to do anything about it.
After all, Max was the most sensible conversation partner she had most of the time. And he didn't mind watching infinite true crime shows on Discovery. Nor did he object to eating cereal for dinner when she'd forgotten the grocery order again.
There were certainly worse roommates in the world.
The house was in the middle of the block, a pale yellow, one-floor ranch with shutters for the windows and a tree in the backyard big enough for a rope swing. The tree had sealed the sale for Bill, obviously. Viv just raked up the leaves every fall and swore.
On either side were houses that looked pretty much the same in different colors and Viv thought that if she ever went color-blind she'd be a bit fucked when it came to finding her way home again. Fucked because that's the kind of woman she was. One that used the F word liberally and refused to be ashamed of it.
There was enough else in her life to worry about that an extra 'fuck' or three a day wasn't going to bother her.
She was walking up the driveway when Max pulled away from her to investigate something in the grass.
“What's that?”
Max looked up at her with a guilty grin on his face, tongue lolling out. Viv grunted, got down on her knees and pulled a small child's shovel out of the long grass. She swore and tossed it as far as she could over into next door's yard.
Mr. Webber from next door spoiled his grandchildren and let them run riot. She'd complained multiple times but the man just laughed and told her to lighten up. Which made her want to light him up.
Unfortunately, Mr. Webber was currently weeding a front flowerbed, hidden by a bush, and the shovel flew into his yard and clunked against something.
“What the—”
A bald head emerged from behind the bush. Mr. Webber rubbed at said bald head and glanced down at the bright red shovel lying on the lawn then back up at Viv.
“Did you just throw a spade at me?”
Viv grunted and pulled at Max's leash. Max sat down, refusing to move, tongue out and panting. He quite liked Mr. Webber, who occasionally fed him pieces of meat from his backyard grill when Viv wasn't looking.
“Damn right I did,” Viv said, putting her hands on her hips. If she was going to have this conversation then she might as well take the offensive. “And you'd better keep those kids out of my yard.”
Mr. Webber snorted. “Seriously? They're four and six. You don't even have a fence up. What's it to you if they stray over the property line every now and again? It's not like they're peeking in your windows or anything.”
“It's private property,” Viv said. “Keep them off my lawn.”
“You need to lighten up, lady,” said Mr. Webber.
Viv had a momentary image of setting a match to Mr. Webber and seeing his face flickering behind flames as he mouthed the words 'lighten up.' “You need to respect private property,” she said. “If I see them on my lawn again, I'll call the police.”
Mr. Webber muttered something under his breath.
“What was that?” Viv said, hands still on hips.
“Nothing.”
“I thought not.” She pulled at Max's lead one more time and this time the dog finally gave in to the lure of treats inside the house.
She carefully unlocked the door, unclasped Max's lead to let him run free, then stepped inside and locked the door behind her with a sigh of relief.
That was her done for the day.
Okay, it was only half past ten, but she'd taken care of her responsibilities. Max was walked. She'd let him out into the back yard later for a run around and a pee before bed, but other than that, she was free and clear.
The living room opened up off the hallway. She dropped her keys in a bowl on a side table and looked longingly at the nest of blankets on the couch. Blankets, couch, TV. The call of the afternoon half-coma was strong.
She was about to get herself settled when she caught a whiff of stale body odor. Eugh. Okay, a shower first. One more responsibility.
Then it was time to do nothing.
Her favorite thing to do.
She had no idea how other people managed hobbies. She barely had time for walking Max, complaining at the kids on the lawn, and watching her shows. And she didn't even work. How the hell other people went mountain climbing or did crochet or whatever else was beyond her.
She peeled her t-shirt and jeans off in the hall, leaving them where they lay, before heading into the bedroom and the connected bathroom.
The shower took forever to run hot and with Max snuffling around in his food bowl, there was no one to distract her from herself.
So Viv took a long, hard look in the mirror.
Short, dark, messy hair, blue eyes dark as denim. Her arms were a tad too chubby, but her waist was slim, and her boobs still perky. Not bad for an old woman, she thought to herself as steam began to crawl from the shower.
Old.
Thirty five wasn't old.
It just felt that way.
It felt that way when she looked around her and realized that...
She sighed, gritting her teeth and climbing into the shower.
Nobody lived the perfect life, she reminded herself as she soaped up. Nobody had the life they'd dreamed of. She certainly wasn't alone in this.
The sound of the phone ringing startled her so much that she got shampoo in her eye and swore yet again as she grabbed a towel and plunged out of the shower. Frantically rubbing at her eye she bumped into the doorframe and registered her seventh 'fuck' of the day before finally getting the phone next to the bed.
“What?”
“Jeez, aren't we all sunshine and light this morning?”
“Jesus, Evie, I thought you were the plumber calling me back. What do you want?”
“Has anyone ever told you that your phone manner could use a little work?” Evie said.
Viv sniffed. Manners were for suckers. She'd learned that one the hard way. “What do you want?”
“I'm coming over.”
“There's no one home.”
“Ha ha, very funny. You told me I should call before I visit, so I'm abiding by your wishes. I'm coming over.”
Viv saw her afternoon plans spiraling away down the drain. Blankets. Couch. TV. Then she sighed. “When?”
There was a pause. Then the doorbell sounded. “Surprise,” said Evie-on-the-phone, but Viv could see the shadow of Evie-at-the-front-door waving madly through the glass.
She groaned, hung up, and rooted around for some sweats to put on.
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