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Chapter One
The nausea started around noon.
One second Holland was chowing down on a deli sandwich, scanning through her afternoon arguments and ignoring the courtroom bustle around her, the next she was pretty sure she was going to barf.
“Jesus Christ, are you alright?”
Charles peered at her and Holland felt sweat bead on her forehead. She swallowed, then nodded. “Yeah, fine, probably just something I ate.”
“Nauseous, huh?” Charles said, wiggling his eyebrows. “Shall I start looking at baby carriages now?”
Holland bit back a response. Yes, his attitude was chauvinistic and patronizing, not to mention downright wrong, but she'd learned long ago to pick her battles carefully. She couldn't afford to alienate everyone. And she definitely couldn't afford to get any more of a reputation as a difficult woman.
Not that she wasn't a difficult woman.
Her stomach turned a somersault.
“I'm fine, and you'd better get on top of that brief or one of us is going to be explaining to the boss why we lost this case, and it ain't going to be me.”
Charles wiggled his eyebrows one more time but buried his nose back into his paperwork. Neither one of them wanted to risk losing a case that should be a sure-fire win, and for sure neither wanted to have to face the legendary Drake Page to tell him that they'd lost his company millions.
The nausea eased slightly as Holland balled the rest of her sandwich up with its wrapping and hurled it into the closest trash can.
She rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. Not that she needed calming. No matter how nervous she might feel about a case the second she got into court, the very moment she walked through the doors and smelled the dust and wood and industrial linoleum, she knew that she was going to kick ass.
Which was what she did. She kicked ass every single day. She kicked ass up and down the state, occasionally even across state borders. And she won. Every time. Which was why she was worth her exorbitant fees, enough to bankrupt most people.
Fortunately, dealing with corporate law meant that her clients tended to be billion dollar companies who could more than afford her services.
“Here we go,” Charles said, pushing his papers back into his briefcase and standing up.
Holland looked over and saw people shuffling back into the room. She was on. It was almost like being on stage, she almost expected the lights to dim and a spotlight to appear. A thrill crept into her bones, a thrill that hadn't dimmed after nearly twenty years in the courtroom.
Doors opened and closed and Holland rose to her feet as the judge slid into view and another spike of nausea shot through her. She grasped the edge of the defense table hard enough for her knuckles to turn white until the feeling passed.
And then the judge spoke and she forgot everything else and got ready to kick more ass.
HER VISION BLURRED and for a second she was absolutely sure that she was going to lose what she'd eaten of her lunch right there in front of everyone and panic gripped her. Sweat was making her shirt cling to her back and her shoulder was starting to throb.
Her shoulder?
Crap, she must have strained it somehow, carrying her huge leather briefcase around probably. She needed to get more digital. Or she needed yet another assistant to carry her stuff for her.
“Want me to take over?” Charles hissed in her ear.
She realized that all eyes were on her, that she'd stopped speaking, and only then did it start to dawn on her that something was very, very wrong. So she did what she'd been taught to do, she squashed the feelings down, ignored them and got on with her damn job.
“As I was saying,” she said and the strain in the courtroom relaxed slightly. “As I was saying...”
What were the rest of the words?
What had she been saying?
Her stomach was definitely rebelling now and some kind of cloud was descending over her and she really couldn't see well at all. Pain was radiating out of her shoulder and in that moment she would have happily torn her arm off to relieve the feeling.
“As I was saying,” she tried again.
But there was nothing there. The words were gone and the pain was there and panic was rising and she reached out, finding Charles's shoulder, digging her fingers deep into his flesh.
“You'd better...” she hissed. “You'd better take over. Don't. Screw. This. Up.”
The pain became all consuming and the cloud fell over her and her eyes closed and Holland Goldmann, attorney at law, knew one thing for absolute definite: she was dying.
She barely even noticed as her head hit the edge of the defense table on her way to the ground.
THERE WAS A slow, steady beeping and it was somehow lulling. Holland drifted upward, her consciousness slowly feeling its way back into the world. Eyes closed and mouth dry and that constant, repetitive beeping.
Beep. Beep. Beep.
It was like a truck backing up very slowly.
Or perhaps some kind of electronic metronome.
Something that kept time, definitely.
She was so entranced by trying to figure out just what was making the noise that it took her a while to realize that she probably wasn't dead.
That made her eyes open.
The machine next to her showed a bumpy green line and a red one under it and numbers she didn't understand and it was definitely making the beeping sound. The curtains around her were blue and the sheets on the bed were rough like they'd been starched too much. And there were fluorescent lights overhead.
Which was all she had a chance to notice before the curtain around her bed twitched and a tired, unshaven man pushed into her cubicle. He pulled a chart from the end of her bed before he noticed that her eyes were open.
“Ah, Ms. Goldmann, glad to see you back with us.”
“Where the hell am I?” Only with the question did she remember that she was supposed to be in court. She struggled to sit up, but the wires attached to her tangled and the man pushed down on her shoulders.
“You're in the hospital,” he said. He stopped her moving and then used a button to raise the head of her bed until she was sitting and could see better.
“Great, lovely, perfect, just what I needed.” She had a shit-ton of work to get through and... And that damn machine was beeping more loudly and faster too.
The man, who she now assumed from his tired, unshaven face was a doctor, shook his head slightly at her.
“What?” she snapped.
“Ms. Goldmann, I'm afraid you've had a heart attack.”
She stared at him for a second before she snorted. “Right. Sure. I'm only forty two.”
He shrugged as though the information meant nothing to him. “Regardless, you've suffered an infarction. A mild one, thankfully, but nevertheless...”
Holland remembered the gripping pain, the sweating, the nausea. “Mild?” she said. “Jesus. If that was mild I hate to think what a serious one would feel like.” Because somewhere inside her brain had already accepted the idea that she'd had a heart attack.
“Precisely,” the doctor said, moving in closer.
Holland frowned at him trying to work out what he was trying to tell her, then gave up. Heart attacks were par for the course. Most partners had one before they were sixty. So she was on the young side, so what? She'd always been ahead of the game. A partner by the time she was thirty five, a seven figure bonus by the time she was forty.
“When can I get out of here?” she demanded.
The doctor sighed. “You'll need to stay in for observation. A couple of days at least.”
“And if I refuse?” Like she had days to spend relaxing in a hospital.
He came closer still and she could see the dark shadows beneath his eyes. “Ms. Goldmann, I don't think you quite understand how serious this is. You've had a heart attack. Your blood pressure is through the roof. You're obviously stressed and overworked.”
“Tell me something I don't know,” she spat back but the panic was starting to rise again.
“If you do not change your lifestyle then the next time this happens you might not be so lucky. And there will be a next time, without a doubt.”
She wasn't stupid. Top of her graduating college class, second in her law school class, if there was one thing she was not it was stupid. And yet... “What are you saying here?” The panic was swirling around in her stomach and for the first time in forever she was starting to be concerned about something that wasn't her job.
“I'm saying that you need to quit your job, find something less stressful to do.”
“Quit my job?” That was almost enough to get her out of bed. Quit the job she'd dreamed about and nurtured for as long as she could remember?
The doctor looked directly into her eyes and she could feel him trying to reach inside her.
“Ms. Goldmann, if you don't, I give you a fifty percent chance of dying in the next year. A hundred percent in five years.”
“Dying? Surely it's not—”
“It's a simple choice,” he said, moving to put the chart back at the end of her bed. “You control the outcome here. I can't force you to do anything. But I can tell you that I'm just as well-trained as you, just as professional as you, and my entire experience is telling me that if you don't quit your firm you won't live to see forty-five.”
And he walked out, leaving Holland with her mouth open and panic flooding through her veins.



Chapter Two
“Where do you want this, Em?”
Emory turned, cleaning rag still in hand, to see Maggie standing in the open doorway holding a framed certificate. Emory's vet school qualification. Instinctively, she nodded her head toward the wall by the filing cabinets and Maggie lifted an eyebrow.
“You sure about that?”
Swallowing down the lump of sadness in her throat Emory tried hard to nod, but ended up shaking her head instead. Maggie came fully into the room, leaning the framed certificate up against the wall, and pulling out a pack of tissues as she came closer.
“No, no, not again, I'm fine,” Emory said, desperately blinking and then starting to win the battle against tears.
“Sure?”
“Sure,” she said.
Maggie threw herself into the client chair, throwing her feet up on the corner of the desk. “You don't have to do this.”
With a sigh, Emory put down her cloth and sat herself down. Her chair was different from Maggie's. Hers was cracked leather, polished from years of use, smelling of cigar smoke and cologne, shaped perfectly to Dr. Carter's backside.
The lump of sadness came back and Emory had to swallow hard again.
“Yeah, Mags, I do. The locum has gone, I can't afford to pay anyone else to run the place, so I'm all out of options.”
“No,” Maggie said firmly. “You're really not.”
And Emory knew what she was inferring but didn't want to think about it. Because there was no way in hell that she was letting the surgery go. She'd grown up here, she could find a memory for every inch of the place. She'd broken her arm tripping over the front step and found her calling in the small operating room and... Just no.
“I'm keeping the practice.”
Maggie rolled her eyes. “Em, you're twenty eight years old. You're supposed to be, I don't know, finding yourself, dancing on beaches, finding the love of your life, doing something that isn't running your own vet practice in a small country town.”
Emory had to laugh at this. “Mags, you do know that I went to vet school, right? I mean, I wasn't just screwing around for the last six years, this was always the plan.”
Except it hadn't always been the plan, or it had but in a different way. A way that would involve her father still sitting in his own chair and her sitting where Maggie was and Maggie back at the reception desk taking calls.
Maggie shook her head so that her red curls bobbed under the light. “Em, it's only been two weeks.”
Two weeks since the call. A week and a half since the funeral. Emory wondered when she was going to stop measuring time from that one incident, when time would become linear again and not just the number of days that had passed since then.
She leaned back in her father's chair. Mags was her best friend and she was trying to help. “The  locum was here for two weeks and now it's time for me to get to work,” she said, more firmly. “And yes, two weeks sounds like a short time, but seriously, it's not like I haven't had time to get used to the idea.”
Three months since her dad's diagnosis more or less. Three months watching him get thinner and more irritable, three months driving to hospitals and doctor appointments. And three months to say goodbye which sounded like forever but wasn't nearly long enough.
Maggie bit her lip. “Look, no one's going to think badly of you if you close up shop, you know that, right? I know you think that the whole town has always expected you to take over here and you're probably right. But they wouldn't blame you if you didn't, not after a loss like this, not when you're still just a kid.”
It wasn't like she hadn't thought about it.
“I know that look,” Maggie said. “Em, really, seriously, we all just want to help, we want you to do what's best for you.”
“Which is keeping the practice open,” Emory finished with rather more confidence than she felt.
“Sure?”
“Yes.”
“Sure, sure?”
Emory snorted a laugh. “Triple sure and if you're not careful you'll talk yourself out of a job.”
“Huh,” Maggie said. “You know, I didn't think of that. Yep, you're right, you definitely need to keep the place open, no question about it.”
Emory laughed again and decided that she absolutely wasn't going to feel guilty about it. Her father had loved to laugh, his laugh was deep and booming and you could hear it from a mile away. He wouldn't begrudge her a little joy.
And he wouldn't be angry if she gave up the practice. He'd assured her of that from his hospital bed. The problem was, she really didn't believe him. She couldn't believe that he'd be happy for her to destroy the business he'd spent his life building, the business he'd spent her life grooming her for.
Not that she didn't want to be a vet, she very much did. There wasn't a single thing in the world that she could think of that made her happier than her work.
“Come on,” Maggie said. “Help me find a nail and we'll hang your certificate up next to your dad's. How about that?”
She wanted to take her dad's down, she wanted to prove that she was ready for this, that she was independent and capable. But she couldn't. Instead she opened up a desk drawer and rummaged around until she found a nail.
“This do?”
“Perfect,” said Maggie. “Don't suppose there's a hammer in there is there?”
It took a solid half hour to track down a hammer and then a further two minutes until Maggie whacked her thumb with it and swore. Emory tutted and took over the job, hanging her qualifications as Maggie nursed her injury.
“You should check it out,” Maggie moaned. “It could be broken.”
“If it doesn't have a hoof or a claw at the end of it, I'm not qualified,” said Emory, straightening the frame. “And shouldn't you be out there answering phone calls anyway?”
“What phone calls?” Maggie said.
Fair point. The phone hadn't exactly been ringing off the hook. Not like when her father was around, when the phone rang every five minutes and he complained that he needed clones of himself to satisfy everyone.
Emory stood back to admire her work, then spun around, taking in the whole place.
This was home.
The small operating room was behind a door next to the filing cabinets filled with patient information. The big desk and examining table took up most of the space in the consulting room. And a door opened out to the waiting room and Maggie's desk. There was a smell of sweet drugs that no one used anymore, mixed with fur and cleaning solution.
This was what she knew. This was what she'd always known. And now it was hers.
The responsibility weighed hard on her shoulders.
“How am I supposed to go on a date with a huge blue thumb?” Maggie complained.
“Will he even notice?” teased Emory.
“You could go instead,” Maggie said generously. “You could use some fun and I only met him online so he won't even know that you're not me.”
“No way, Jose,” Emory said immediately. “I don't have time for things like that. I've got a business to run, remember?”
“And he has a penis,” agreed Maggie. “Or at least I think he does. Not that I've seen it or anything. But I'm pretty sure he's a guy, so, you know, it probably wouldn't work out anyway.”
“Stop trying to find me love,” said Emory. “I'll find it in my own time. When I actually have any time, that is.”
“At this rate you'll be the spinster vet of Lowry Falls before you know it,” grumbled Maggie, getting up.
“There are worse things to be.” Emory inspected her hanging job one more time, then nodded. “Alrighty then, I guess this place looks as good as it's going to get. I think we're ready.”
“Ready for what?” Maggie asked, peering at her thumb which honestly looked no different than before she'd hit it.
“Ready to open,” said Emory. “For real.”
Maggie looked up at her and Emory knew that she knew that Emory was scared, terrified, and she knew that Maggie didn't think opening again was the best idea, and she knew that Maggie had her best interests at heart.
But Maggie said none of these things.
Instead, she stepped up and gave Emory a hug that squashed all the air out of her lungs. “I'm proud of you.”
Emory let herself be held for a moment before pulling away. “Thanks. Now get out of here and get ready for that date.”
“Will do,” Maggie said, practically skipping to the door.
“And don't be late in the morning!” Emory called after her.
“As if,” sang Maggie from the waiting room.
And Emory gave the consulting room one last look and could practically see her father sitting in his chair. He raised an eyebrow at her and she grinned.
“I can do this, dad,” she whispered. “Quit worrying and go haunt someone who hasn't paid his vet bills recently.”
The apparition vanished and she smiled at her own foolishness before turning to leave.



Chapter Three
Holland slowed down to a crawl, scanning the side of the road for anything that looked like it might be a turn off. Finally, she turned down a track that she'd passed a half dozen times assuming it was some kind of farmer's trail or something.
The SUV bumped and bounced its way down what she refused to call a road. And still she scanned, looking for a place that she hadn't even bothered to find pictures of.
Finally, the track turned and in front of her stood a pretty little cottage. Holland came to a stop and lowered her sunglasses.
Not bad, she thought.
Okay, not exactly her dream house, but things could have been worse. Cottage-core was very in nowadays, and if she had to stay in the sticks at least she could stay somewhere vaguely fashionable. Roses crawled up a trellis by the door and the windows were small, snuggled deeply into thick walls. The garden was a riot of color.
Yes, this would do nicely. It was Instagrammable, which given how stranded she was from civilization had to be an advantage. She'd look for advantages wherever she could find them. That was the only way to handle this.
She grabbed her purse from the passenger seat. It rattled as she pulled it toward her, a reminder of the two prescription bottles inside, a reminder that she was no longer, and never had been, immortal.
She was just climbing out of the SUV, rented specifically for her new quiet life, when the front door of the cottage opened. A small, dark haired woman appeared and practically ran down the garden path.
A housekeeper, Holland thought. Things were getting better.
“Hello? Hello? Can I help you?”
The woman waved from the gate, then opened it and came out, facing Holland from the other side of the gigantic car hood. Up close Holland could see that the dark hair was shot with gray around the temples and there were lines around the woman's generous mouth. She was older than she appeared.
“Er, yes, I'm Holland Goldmann.”
The woman frowned. “Sorry? I'm afraid...”
“The new tenant. Holland Goldmann. I spoke to the agent over the phone. My assistant made the arrangements, I'm supposed to pick up a key at the lock-box by the gate, but since you're already here...” Holland trailed off because the woman was laughing merrily.
“Dear, dear,” the woman said, wiping at her eyes. “You're terribly lost, aren't you? No, dear, this isn't your house. It's mine as it happens. But hop in and I'll show you where to go, it's not far, just a skip up the road from here.”
And she was already opening the passenger side door and getting into the car, so Holland had little choice but to get in herself.
“I'm Laura, by the way,” the woman said as Holland got in. “I'm your closest neighbor, so I'm guessing we'll get to know each other pretty well.”
Holland said nothing to this, putting the car in gear instead. She wasn't entirely sure how to respond. The chances of her making friends in Lowry Falls, a town chosen completely by random, were slim to none, though she hadn't exactly considered it beforehand.
She was here for one reason only. Because it wasn't the city.
“Just turn right here,” Laura said, gesturing to a narrow driveway.
Holland did as she was told and then braked so suddenly that she hit her chest on the steering wheel.
In front of her loomed a house that was bigger than anything she'd ever imagined. Rows of windows graced the first and second floors, pillars stood on either side of the huge double front door. The yard was filled with scrubby grass and unkempt.
“You look quite shocked, my dear. Are you alright?”
Holland just gazed at the house. “There must be eight bedrooms at least.”
“Five, I think,” Laura said. She paused. “Have you not seen the place? I mean, you did rent it, right? I knew that someone was supposed to move into the old Adler place, but...” She looked doubtful.
Holland had barked at Kate, her assistant, to find her something. There had been two conditions. One, the place had to be at least an hour drive from the city. A distance Holland calculated would be far enough to make driving into the city a chore, something she wouldn't want to do. A distance that she hoped would stop her dropping by a courtroom just to sniff the air and get her hit of justice.
The second condition was a maximum monthly budget. Which, now that she thought about it, was probably the problem.
It seemed that she'd vastly underestimated the amount of property her budget could rent out here away from the city.
“No, I'm supposed to be here,” she said in an attempt to reassure the woman next to her that she wasn't some kind of burglar or psychopath or just a weirdo that wanted to look at other people's houses. “I just didn't have time to take care of details. My assistant did that for me.”
In between quitting, packing up her office and apartment, fighting off the panicked feeling every time her heart beat faster, there'd been no time for details.
“Assistant?” Laura said, curiously. “I'm guessing you're doing something pretty important then. Are we finally getting gentrified? I'd never have thought it given how far Lowry Falls is from the city. But then, I suppose the world isn't getting any bigger, is it? And even rich people have to live somewhere. Come on, spill, what do you do?”
Holland pulled her sunglasses off the top of her head and put them on as a play for time. But the question still hung in the air.
“I do nothing,” she said, finally. “Retired.”
“Well isn't that nice?” Laura said. “Come on, I'll show you around, let's get that key.”
She hopped out of the SUV and Holland hesitated.
The word retired didn't sit well with her.
But after three days in the hospital, she'd known two things.
First, that the doctor she'd seen was serious. Dead serious. Every now and again a client came in and then ignored her legal advice, putting himself and his business at risk for no good reason. It seemed hypocritical of her not to take the advice of a fellow professional.
The second thing she'd known was that there was only one way to handle this: the Drake Page way.
If there was one person that she respected, admired, aspired to become, it was Drake Page. By far the best lawyer in the city, and the richest, it mattered little that he was her boss, she'd have hero-worshiped him anyway.
Page had scraped his way up from nothing. And though he didn't often discuss his private life, there was one thing that she knew about him. At the age of forty he'd been slipping down the slope into alcoholism. Not that that was unusual. Half the lawyers she knew were drinkers. But it was well known that Page liked his drink.
Then one evening she'd seen him put his hand over his wine glass at a client dinner, beckoning for water instead. And she'd been close enough that he'd seen her interest.
“It was going to kill me,” he said, simply. “So I stopped.”
That was all.
No programs, no rehab, he just had the will-power to stop cold turkey.
So that was what she'd done too. Okay, working wasn't drinking, but the effect was the same. She'd known that if she was going to quit then it had to be cold turkey. All or nothing. Just like Drake Page.
Which led to her sitting outside a ridiculously huge farmhouse in the middle of nowhere.
Laura was waving at her from the gate, a key glinting silver in her hand. Holland put the car into park and got out.
“I'll take that,” she said, sharply, reaching for the key.
There was a moment of awkwardness, then Laura smiled. “Of course. You must be anxious to get settled in. I'll leave you to it. You know where I am if you need me. I'll drop by when you've had a chance to get sorted.”
She was walking away before Holland had a chance to think of an excuse for why she shouldn't be disturbed.
There was something she hadn't considered about moving to a small town. Okay, it had seemed like the best place to detox. But she hadn't counted on the fact that privacy was taken a lot less seriously in places like Lowry Falls.
Well, she'd just have to build her natural defensive walls a little higher to keep people out.
Key in hand she walked up to the big front doors and unlocked them.
The foyer of the house was light and welcoming, a massive staircase stretching up to the second floor. The place smelled of dust and it was empty.
Holland wondered what she was going to do with all the space. Sure, a moving truck was bringing her stuff the next day, but she had nowhere near enough furniture to fill a place like this. Buying more seemed ridiculous since the house was a rental and she had no idea how long she'd be staying.
Come to think of it, the longer this adventure lasted the clearer it was becoming that she hadn't been quite as ruthlessly efficient and logical as she'd thought.
She looked around at the empty space.
Her phone hadn't rung for hours, there'd been no email notifications, no one had prodded her to make a deal or take on a case. Nothing. Just silence for the entire drive.
The house echoed with emptiness.
And Holland wondered just what the hell she was supposed to do now.



Chapter Four
Emory straightened her back and petted the cat gently.
“All good, Mrs. Jenkins.”
“Really?”
“Really,” she said, smiling reassuringly. “He's vaccinated now and everything else checks out. You need to repeat his shots yearly, so I guess I'll see you next year.”
The elderly woman narrowed her eyes as though she couldn't quite believe her and Emory only half-believed herself. Not about the cat, Tibbles was going to be fine. But the practice still being open a year from now? That seemed like wishful thinking at this point.
She waited while Mrs. Jenkins put Tibbles back in his carrier, then washed her hands as the woman paid Maggie. She knew that she was procrastinating, putting off the moment when she went up front and saw all the empty seats.
It wasn't supposed to be like this.
Today was supposed to be a day of celebration. The culmination of years of studying and interning and working. Today was her first official day as a real vet.
Okay, she'd actually worked since she was small, running errands for her dad and later taking care of the smaller stuff. And she'd apprenticed too. But today should be her first grown up day.
She sighed and disposed of the vaccination needles in the sharps container.
Technically, she guessed that she was independent and all grown up and working as a real vet. The problem was that it was tough to remember that without her father watching over her shoulder and reminding her that she didn't know it all yet.
With the consulting room clean there was nothing left to do, so she balled up her courage and strode out into the waiting room.
Empty.
Just as she'd thought.
“It'll get better,” Maggie said from behind her small desk.
“Will it?” Emory wasn't so sure.
“Of course it will,” said Maggie stoutly. “You know what people around here are like. You had a locum in and no one wants to come to a stranger unless it's an emergency. And so far the gossip hasn't spread that you're back in the saddle yet. Just wait until it does, then people will be lining up to get in.”
Emory sighed and straightened some magazines on the small coffee table. “Maybe,” she allowed.
Maggie's heart was in the right place. But even if people lined up for the surgery Emory's problems wouldn't necessarily be solved.
The practice did deal with small animals. Twice a day Emory's father had opened for a couple of hours and people could come in with their cats or dogs or rabbits or, occasionally, something a little more out of the ordinary.
But the big money maker in a country practice was and always had been big animals.
Emory's father had made his living with the horses and cows and pigs of the surrounding farms. Jobs that traditionally were difficult, messy, and unlikely to be trusted to a woman. Which was something that Emory hadn't considered enough.
When her father was around she figured she'd have time to prove herself, to show people what she could do. Without her father, well, it seemed like no one was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt.
“Want a coffee?” she asked Maggie.
Maggie nodded, tongue between her teeth as she concentrated on something on her screen. Probably the latest dating site, since Maggie was a compulsive dater.
Emory was just going back to the small kitchen when she heard a bell ding and the sound of the front door opening and closing. A patient, finally.
She turned with a smile already on her face. A smile which faded when she saw the tall, fair-haired man that had walked in.
“Busy then?” the man said as he looked around the empty waiting room.
“What do you want, Shane?” growled Emory.
Shane Richards smiled a smile so fake that someone should probably arrest him for it and took a few steps closer. “Rumor has it that you're open for business and following in your father's footsteps,” he said.
Emory shot an evil glance at Maggie. So much for people not knowing she was back in business. Maggie pulled a sympathetic face and shrugged.
“What do you want?” Emory asked again.
Shane sniffed and let his fake smile slide slightly. “To talk business, Emory. Why don't we go to your office?”
The thought of being imprisoned in the tiny consulting room with Shane Richards made her shudder. “Why don't you say what you have to say right here?”
“Come on, Em, don't be like that, we're colleagues now, you and I, we can at least be civil.” He sounded sincere enough, but she'd known him long enough to know that he was a master at presenting the face he wanted the world to see.
“I am being civil. I haven't thrown you out on your ass yet, have I?”
Shane turned to Maggie. “Any chance of a coffee, Mags?”
Maggie looked at Emory and then obviously decided she was better off not getting into the middle of anything. “Let me see if there's a pot on,” she said, hurrying out of the waiting room.
“So?” Emory said, turning to Shane.
Shane sighed. “You're brave taking all this on by yourself. Young and brave.”
“That sounds like a double-edged compliment.”
“It wasn't meant to be a compliment,” Shane said. His hair was beginning to recede though he was no more than a couple of years older than she was. “It is the truth though.”
“What of it?” Emory said. “It's my business, nothing to do with you.”
“Except that I'm taking over all the clients who feel that you're not experienced enough to do the job,” Shane said.
It stung, she couldn't deny that. Worse, it was almost certainly true. Shane Richards was the youngest partner in a four man vet practice the next town over. A practice that was so successful that just last year they'd opened a second branch.
“They'll come back to me once they realize that I know what I'm doing,” Emory said with rather more confidence than the statement really deserved.
“Maybe,” Shane shrugged. “Maybe not.”
Emory shifted her weight to the other leg. She was getting tired of this conversation already. “Assuming that you didn't just come in here to throw shade, what exactly is it that you want, Shane?”
He grinned a wolfish grin. “I'm here to make a proposal.”
For a second her mouth hung open then she slammed it shut. “There's no way in hell I'm marrying you, Shane Richards, no way.”
He laughed, a loud high sound that didn't fit his appearance. “You should be so lucky, Emory Carter. No thank you, I've got enough to deal with without trying to harness a recalcitrant child like you. Besides, don't you bat for the other team?”
Emory bit her tongue and ignored the insults. Her face was flushed and she knew she wasn't coming out of this confrontation looking great. “What then?” she said.
“The partners and I would like to make an offer on your practice.”
The words hung in the air for a second while she tried to make sense of them. “What? No!”
Shane held up both hands to placate her. “Hear me out here, Em. You haven't heard the deal yet.”
“I don't need to hear the deal.”
But he began to speak over her anyway. “We'd buy the property, the practice as is, and make it a part of our franchise, you'd essentially be our third clinic. It makes sense for us, since we're doing most of your work now anyway.”
“No!”
“And of course, there's still a job for you with our practice,” Shane went on. “We're not leaving you bereft. You'd still be doing more or less what you're doing now, except we'd be your boss and you'd be a part of our practice family.” Another wolfish grin. “You'd get a salary and everything.”
Her blood was starting to boil. “Absolutely not.”
He held his hands up again. “Em, you really need to think about this. It's a good deal. A fairer deal than I thought you'd get, to be honest. You get a steady income without the worries and instability of running your own clinic.”
“No.”
“Look around you, Emory, you're not exactly in high demand right now. How long do you think you can go on with things like this?” He gestured to the empty waiting room.
“Still no.” Even though he was right and in her heart she knew it. He could talk until he was blue in the face though, there was no way she was going into any kind of business with Shane Richards. His clinic was the kind of practice that double-charged for things, that thought money was more important than animal health, that pushed expensive drugs and designer diets. No way, no how was she being a part of that.
Shane backed away, hands still held up in front of his chest. “I'll give you some time to think about it,” he said, smiling disarmingly as he reached to open the door. “Just don't sleep on the offer too long, who knows how long it might last?”
And then he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him.



Chapter Five
Once upon a time there had never been enough hours in the day. Holland could distinctly remember wishing for just a little more time, head bowed over books in the law library, or eyes fuzzily staring at a computer screen at two in the morning. She'd have given a limb for an extra hour. Or at least given a digit.
Now, of course, all she had was time. And for the first time she found herself wishing there were fewer hours to fill, less time until she could crawl back into bed.
Her furniture had finally arrived and filled a grand total of two and a half rooms in the echoing house, which hardly made it cozy.
Still, she arranged and rearranged the pieces, taking her sweet, agonizing time over it, knowing that this was her only real plan for the day.
There were only so many times you could move a sofa though.
She sighed and looked out of the window. Rain was tilting down from a gray sky. Whilst the front of the house sported a very unkempt lawn, the back had fields that ran away to a band of dark trees. Somewhere down there, she suspected, there was water. She could, she guessed, go and have a look.
Then the rain clattered against the window and she decided against the idea.
She was about to move the rug for the fifth time when the doorbell rang. It was such an unexpected sound that at first she didn't know what it was. When she realized, she hurried to the door just in case whoever it was ran away.
So much for building up her defensive walls and maintaining her privacy. She'd talk to anyone at this point she was so bored.
Even a door-to-door salesman would fill a little more of her time. Did they still have those, she wondered, as she pulled the big door open.
The figure leaning against the door frame was not a door-to-door salesman. At least she didn't think so. He had the air of a model from one of those disgustingly expensive jeans brands. Or perhaps someone on a cheap soap opera. Either way, his smile was too white and his eyes danced and his hair was perfect despite the rain.
“Ms. Goldmann?”
“Yes,” she answered cautiously.
“Laura sent me over,” he said.
He was wearing jeans and a white t-shirt that the rain had turned almost transparent. Transparent enough that she could see the outline of his chest, the six pack of his stomach and she was suddenly worried about pneumonia.
“You should wear a sweater,” she blurted out. “Or a jacket at the very least. You'll catch cold dressed like that, you know.”
He pouted in a way that she was almost sure was supposed to be sexy. Except he was a solid twenty years younger than her and he couldn't possibly be flirting with her. She shook her head and came to her senses. Perhaps spending so much time alone wasn't good for her.
“Why on earth did Laura send you over?” she asked.
Honestly. In the city neighbors ignored you screaming and only called the police once you'd been dead for three weeks and the smell got too much. Apparently in the country they sent strange men to your home and didn't even have the courtesy to have a surname. Laura what? She should really find out the woman's full name.
“She thought you might need a little help around the grounds?”
She peeked around him and saw a pick-up truck out in the yard. Things made slightly more sense. And the yard did need some work. Rental or not, looking out at scrubby grass was depressing. She ran her tongue over her front teeth then nodded.
“Alright, work up a quote and email it to me.” She rattled off her email address.
The man's eyes widened but he took out a grubby pencil and wrote down her email. “Sure, I'll get on that,” he said.
She watched him drive away and wondered if she'd entertained the idea of him working in the yard because she wanted to live somewhere nice or because she was lonely and he was another person.
Her life had never been full of people. No, that was a lie. It had been completely full of people. Just no one that mattered outside of her job.
The silence in the house was loud enough that it hurt her ears and on impulse she grabbed her car keys.
Lowry Falls had to have a store or something. She was out of sugar and she needed groceries, so there was something that would fill an hour or so.
She really, really needed to think of something that would fill up her empty days. If she didn't, she was going to go slowly crazy out here in the quiet.
THE TOWN STORE was bigger than it looked from the outside and whilst she hadn't found the organic produce and gluten-free snacks that she'd usually have delivered to her apartment she had found sustenance. So plus one for the little town.
The place was cute, even she had to admit that. Buildings clustered around farms and a small selection of services. A garage for the SUV when she needed it, a doctor's clinic that she should probably register at.
She was contemplating this, arms full of groceries, when she saw a woman angrily pacing back and forth next to the big, black SUV.
Christ. She'd already pissed off the townspeople.
“Sorry, can I help you?” she shouted as she walked closer.
The woman stopped pacing, put her hands on her hips and shouted back: “You can't park here.”
Holland decided to save her breath until they could talk rather than shout and took the opportunity to inspect the woman as she neared.
Long legs in tight riding pants and dirty boots. A dirty-looking jacket with frayed cuffs over a t-shirt that strained over breasts that were a little larger than she would have expected from the woman's slim build. Long, dark hair tangling in the breeze and wet from the drizzle.
She got closer.
Pink cheeks, wide blue eyes framed by long lashes. A mouth with a thin top lip and a pouty bottom lip.
Holland felt her insides contract and a pulsing start between her legs.
Then she realized she was more than close enough to speak properly. “Sorry, what's the problem here?”
The woman's eyes lit with a glow and Holland seriously flashed an image of taking her, just bending her over the hood of the SUV right there and then.
Jesus Christ.
She'd always had a high sex drive and she'd always got laid plenty. But, to be truthful, it had been a while. Not since... Well, not since the heart attack.
What had her doctor said about sex? Had he said anything at all? Could she even...?
She realized the woman was speaking and she hadn't been listening.
“Sorry?” she said again.
“You can't park here,” the woman said. “You're blocking my driveway.”
Holland looked around the car. There was a turning here now that she looked carefully. She shrugged. “Sorry about that. I wasn't here long though.”
“Regardless, there could have been an emergency and I wouldn't have been able to get out. You can't just go blocking people's driveways.”
Holland pressed her key fob and the SUV beeped before the trunk opened automatically. She began loading her groceries in. “I didn't see the drive and I'm sorry,” she said though honestly she couldn't really see the problem.
The woman muttered something about outsiders and Holland's skin prickled. She banged the car trunk closed. “I can't get out of your driveway if you stand in front of my car.”
The woman looked like she wanted to argue, but then she clamped her mouth closed. Up close, Holland could see that she was younger than she'd thought. Mid twenties perhaps. Way too young to be having indecent thoughts about.
Finally, the woman stepped away.
“Thank you,” Holland said icily.
And she climbed into the car to drive away.
SHE HAD NO television, she'd never had one. Which meant evenings were long and there were only so many books she could read. Holland leaned on the edge of the bookshelf, trying to find something to perk her interest.
A black spine with no writing stood in the middle of a collection of law books. Law books she should probably burn because even seeing them made her heart pump faster in a scary way.
Carefully, she withdrew the black-spined book and flicked it open to reveal blank pages. A journal she supposed, or a notebook, a gift from someone or other, perhaps she'd even bought it herself a long time ago, she honestly couldn't remember.
But journaling could take up some time.
And wasn't it supposed to be healthy?
Mentally healthy, that was.
Or maybe she could write her own book. There was something she could aspire to. Like John Grisham but female. She laughed to herself and went to find a pen.
For a little while the first blank page was intimidating.
But she took a deep breath and finally just started writing without thinking.
Write what you know, wasn't that what they said?
Today, I met a woman with hair that tangled in the wind and eyes the color of a blue jay's wing, she began.
And her pen scratched on into the night.



Chapter Six
“We might as well close up,” Emory said, surveying the empty waiting room. “It's not like we're making enough money to keep the lights on all evening.”
She looked out to the cool, rainy grayness of the night. It was dark already, but a flash of headlights on the road outside reminded her of the huge SUV parked out there earlier.
“We need to get a sign for the driveway,” she said, looking back over her shoulder at Maggie who was shutting down her computer.
“Yeah?”
“No parking, no blocking, whatever the appropriate thing is.” Having cars blocking the drive when she might need to get out any second for an emergency was not good.
“Shouldn't we ask the town council for stuff like that?” Maggie asked. Her voice was muffled as she rummaged through her bag. “I mean like a serious official sign?”
“Yeah, not on my agenda of things to waste time on,” said Emory. “Just order one online or something and we'll see where we go from there.”
“Please yourself,” Maggie said. “Feel like a drink?”
Emory looked out at the rain again. It had been another quiet day. Another boring day, if she was being honest. Six months ago she and her father would still be working at this time. The waiting room would be cozy and warm, the windows steamed up from so many people breathing the same air.
“Yes,” she said definitely. “A drink is absolutely what I need.” She paused then eyed Maggie. “Don't you have a date?”
Mags had a date nearly every night. She was convinced that the more men she dated the more likely she was to find love. Emory had to admit that the theory was sound, however she wasn't entirely convinced that Maggie was looking in the right places.
“I did, he canceled and I won't be rescheduling,” Maggie said standing up. “You only get one shot with me.”
Emory grinned, wishing she felt that kind of confidence. She couldn't remember the last time she'd been on a date. She'd never had time for that sort of thing. She supposed that was one advantage of a failing career, she might actually have time to find love now.
“Let me just grab my coat,” she said, going back to the consulting room.
She heard the phone ring as she was hunting through her pockets for the key to the drug cupboard. But she didn't really register the sound until the key was found, the cupboard was locked, and she was walking back out to the waiting room.
“Yes, of course,” Mags was saying into the receiver. “Is it an emergency?”
Emory felt her heart quicken and then sink as Mags looked up at her and shook her head.
“Uh-huh,” Maggie went on. “Well, Doctor Carter can pencil you in for an appointment.”
She flashed a thumbs up sign at Emory whose heart quickened yet again.
“Yes, yes,” Maggie said. “Doctor Carter would be happy to, I'm sure. Aha. Yes. Sure. Great. Doctor Carter will see you then.”
She put the phone down and beamed at Emory who was already suspicious. Maggie had used the name Doctor Carter just a little too often in that conversation.
“You've got an appointment,” Maggie said. “A good one. Horse appointment. Up at the Downes place.”
Emory's legs felt weak. David Downes ran a race-horse breeding and training program. Getting called up there was nothing short of a miracle. A little like a home cook winning a Michelin star.
“Are you serious?”
“Deadly,” Mags said. She was grinning so hard she looked like her face was about to break into two. “His usual vet can't fit him in for a week or more, and he says the problem's a simple one. This could be it, Em. This could be your break. If you impress Downes then you'll have all the business you could want.”
Her legs were still shaking and her stomach had started flipping around like a jumping bean. “Seriously?” It seemed important to really verify that Maggie wasn't kidding.
“Seriously.”
And then she remembered her suspicions and all of a sudden things started to make a little more sense. Maggie had used the title Doctor Carter a lot. Too much. Because she'd been avoiding using pronouns.
“He doesn't know that I'm not my dad, does he?” Emory said.
Maggie looked sheepish. “Maybe not.”
“Mags...”
“Look, Em, at this point you need a lucky break and this could be it. He's hardly going to turn you away once you're there, is he? Come on, what's the harm in trying? You're a vet and a good one, so the care of the animal isn't going to suffer. The only thing you're really doing is making a stupid man confront his stupid prejudices.”
Emory bit her lip. Mags had a point. She could handle the appointment, she was sure of it. She'd grown up around horses. This shouldn't be an issue. “Fine, okay,” she said. “But don't do that again. I don't want you lying to clients.”
“I didn't lie,” Mags said. “I was very careful not to. Now do you want that drink or not?”
Emory pulled her coat on. “Yes, come on before I change my mind.” She knew damn well that Maggie wouldn't hesitate to pull the same trick again if she could get away with it.
“It could be called a celebratory drink now,” Maggie said, coming around the reception desk.
She was trying to help. She was being supportive. Emory laughed and shook her head, linking her arm through Maggie's. “I think that means you're buying then, right? Since I'm the one celebrating.”
“I'm the one that got you the appointment,” Maggie countered. “Which means you need to buy.”
They were still arguing as they locked up the clinic and walked out into the rainy darkness.
A TALL GLASS of frosted beer stood on the table and they'd managed to snag the last booth at Macy's, the only real bar in town. Macy's doubled as a diner during the day, and the smell of frying eggs mixed with beer wasn't as unpleasant as one might think.
“Congrats,” Maggie said, clinking her beer against Emory's.
“To my beautiful receptionist,” Emory added.
“You'll be making me blush,” Maggie said. “And don't go getting any ideas, I'm soon to be a taken woman.”
“You are?” asked Emory. “Because last I heard you had dates set up for every evening next week.”
“Which means that statistically I'm likely to find Mr. Right, doesn't it?”
Emory laughed. “I'm not sure it works that way.”
“Of course it does,” said Maggie, red curls bobbing as she took a sip of beer. “Heard the latest gossip?”
“What now?” Emory asked, drinking deeply from her own glass. “Don't tell me. Aliens landed on the football field? The town council have all been absorbed into the Borg collective?”
“You need to stop watching whatever those nerdy sci-fi shows are that you're addicted to,” said Maggie. “And no, no aliens. Someone's moved into the old Adler place.”
“Huh,” Emory said. The huge farmhouse had been empty for almost a year now. Ever since Herb Adler died and left it to his son. “Really?”
“Yep. Renting, not buying, but you never know. Luke Adler must have gotten desperate if he was willing to rent the place out.”
“Or he got the right price,” said Emory. “Who is it? Any idea?”
“Well, I ran into Laura at the store this morning and she says it's some woman who's too rich for her own good and super mysterious. She's retired apparently, even though she's only like in her forties which really doesn't seem right.”
Emory frowned. A rich woman in her forties? Her mind ran back to that afternoon. “Does she drive a gas-guzzling black SUV?”
“Maybe. Actually, yes, I think. Well, yes on the SUV part because Laura said it was a nice ride but a nightmare to climb into. Though why Laura was getting into a stranger's car is anyone's guess.”
“Because Laura, whilst lovely, doesn't understand personal boundaries,” Emory said slowly.
But she was busy thinking.
The woman she'd seen hardly seemed that mysterious. She'd seemed slightly rude, definitely arrogant, and Mags was probably right about her having more money than was good for her.
She'd also seemed attractive. Even Emory wasn't going to deny her that. She'd had a fine-boned face with eyes the weird blue-green color of sea water, and blond hair cut into a professional looking and obviously expensive bob.
And, though Emory was damned if she'd ever admit this outside of her own head, she'd been full-figured, the body lurking beneath her shirt and skirt had rounded hips and generous breasts.
Emory felt a flood of warmth as she considered those breasts.
“Hey, you okay there?” Mags said.
Emory looked up and cleared her throat. “Yeah,” she said. “Totally fine.”
Which she was. Because she wasn't even thinking straight and she was just having some kind of stupid hormonal reaction to an attractive woman. An attractive, arrogant woman, she reminded herself.
“She doesn't sound like the type to have pets,” Maggie was saying. “So I guess we're not likely to run into her.”
Probably true. Except Emory had already run into her. A fact which she kept to herself for absolutely no reason at all.
She drained more of her beer and wiped the froth from her mouth. “How about another?” she asked as a way to change the subject.
“Okay,” Maggie said. “But this one's on me.”
She went off to get drinks and Emory sat back in the booth closing her eyes and running through horse diagnoses in her head. An appointment at the Downes farm was nothing to sneeze at. And Mags was right about one thing, this really could be the lucky break that she needed.



Chapter Seven
Holland was stretching out her third cup of coffee of the day and trying to drum up the courage to walk the fields behind the house when the doorbell rang.
Her footsteps clattered in the empty hall as she went to answer. Twice now she'd had visitors, which was already twice more than she'd ever had in the city. The idea that someone would just ring a doorbell was novel enough to her that she wasn't too irked by the distraction.
Besides, it wasn't like she had anything else of importance to do.
She opened the door to find a rugged looking man who hadn't shaved for at least three days. His eyes twinkled green and his skin was tanned and leathery from the sun. Somehow the sleeves of his shirt had been lost or cut off or damaged, and now he was showing bulging muscles and tattoos.
Holland frowned. “Yes?”
“Laura sent me over to see if you needed any decorating doing,” he said. “The name's Champ.”
Holland eyed him up and down, taking in the tight jeans, the rippling muscles, the faint scent of pine. “Of course she did,” she said, starting to suspect something was going on. Her voice was crisp. “Unfortunately, I'm renting the place and see no need to decorate.”
His smile dimmed a little. “Sure, I understand.”
There was a pause and Holland saw that he was waiting for something but she didn't see the point in trying to make him feel better. She could say that she'd call him if she needed him, but she had no intention of calling, so what was the point?
Finally, he cleared his throat. “Uh, I'll get going then.”
Holland's eye was caught by movement at the far side of the yard. Something gray was flitting around out there. She squinted, trying to see better. Some kind of animal, she thought.
“Um, bye?” offered Champ.
“Bye,” she said absent-mindedly, eyes still on the animal.
She registered the man leaving and climbing into a van, but she was busy trying to figure out whether she had bears or wolves or hyenas or whatever the hell lived out here.
The movement had stopped though and she wasn't about to go and take a look. Whatever was out there could take her arm off.
She was about to close the door when yet another vehicle bounced up the driveway. An arm was waving maniacally from the driver's window.
Holland squinted again and wondered if she should think about getting glasses before realizing it was Laura. Just who she wanted to see.
“Yoo-hoo!” Laura called, skidding the battered truck to a stop. “Not disturbing, am I?”
Holland strode down the porch steps. “I wouldn't say that exactly.”
“Well, it just occurred to me that I haven't properly welcomed you to the neighborhood, so I wanted to bring you some cookies and drop you my number so you can call me if you've got any questions or problems, or just if you're feeling lonely. Gets awful lonely out here sometimes.”
She said it with the conviction of experience as she pulled a tupperware container out of the truck and handed it to Holland.
“I've got a bone to pick with you,” Holland said, approaching the truck to find it was rustier than she'd thought.
“What's that?” asked Laura, smiling cheerfully.
“Twice now men have knocked at my door saying that you've sent them to see if I need help.”
“And don't you?” asked Laura smiling innocently.
“Not the kind of help I suspect they or you might be thinking,” said Holland. She put her hands on her hips.
“I'm sorry, I really don't understand.” But Laura's face was flushed with guilt, a look Holland was more than qualified to recognize.
“You're trying to set me up,” said Holland, aware that it sounded ridiculous but sure it was true anyway. “You're matchmaking.”
Laura gave a half-hearted snort and then shrugged. “What's a girl to do? I thought you might like some introductions. And Pat and Champ are both nice guys.”
And twenty years too young, Holland thought. And guys.
“You seemed like you'd like younger men,” Laura said. “I'm guessing you don't?”
“No,” said Holland and didn't elaborate.
Laura grinned. “Well, don't feel like you have to stay out here all alone, there's plenty going on in town. We've got a book club and there's exercise classes of all different kinds. If you're into bird-watching we've got a club for that as well. We keep ourselves nice and busy.”
“I don't think so,” said Holland.
“Don't be a shut-away,” Laura said. Her face dropped a little. “God knows I know how hard it is. When Ray passed I was a wreck. But getting out there and participating really made the difference, you know?”
A little shard of humanity pierced Holland's defensive wall. “Your husband?”
Laura nodded. “Love of my life. Two years ago now he's been gone, and we were married for going on forty.”
Which explained the matchmaking, Holland guessed. Someone who had loved that deeply must want to share what she'd had and lost with everyone else. Which didn't make it any more right, but still.
“So, about that book club,” Laura started.
But just as she spoke, Holland saw gray movement in the corner of the yard again. “What's that?” she said sharply.
Laura turned and peered over. “Some kind of animal?” she hazarded. “Let's take a look.”
And she was moving before Holland could stop her. Holland hurried to keep up. As they got closer it was easy to see that this was definitely no bear. Not even a wolf.
“It's a dog,” Laura said quietly. She inched toward the creature who whined and backed away.
“I can't have a dog,” said Holland not quietly at all. She started toward the animal who promptly sat down as though waiting for her to approach.
“She likes you,” said Laura. “Hold on a minute, I dropped by the store before I came here, I've got some food in the back of the truck.”
She left before Holland could say anything, leaving Holland and the dog staring at each other.
The mutt was gray with wiry hair and large ears. Its eyes were a deep chocolatey brown as it tilted its head to regard Holland. Holland growled under her breath but the dog didn't move. In fact, it lay down and put its head on its paws.
“Told you she likes you,” Laura said as she returned. “Come on girl, get some of this.” She tore open a can of food and upended it onto the ground before pulling Holland back out of the way. “Let her eat, the poor thing's starving.”
Sure enough, the dog limped over to the pile of food immediately and began to demolish it.
“She's hurt,” said Laura. “That front paw that she's holding up off the ground. It looks pretty bad. When you can catch her you should take her to the vet.”
“Catch her?” Holland said, turning in shock to see Laura grinning.
“She likes you, I told you,” said Laura.
“But I don't have a dog! I can't have a dog!”
“Why on earth not?” Laura asked reasonably. “There's nothing better than a guard dog around when you're a single woman living in a big house in the middle of nowhere. Nothing will make you feel safer. I've got two of them myself.”
Holland opened her mouth to protest but then for once couldn't find an argument to protest with.
The decision was made for her, however, when the dog snuffled up the last of the food and then skittered off into the undergrowth.
“Oh, she'll be back,” Laura said, seeing the look on Holland's face. “She had food here. She'll find you again.” She looked to where the dog had run. “If you really don't want her then give me a call the next time she gets to the house. I'll come and pick her up. She's injured, we can't leave her running outside like that.”
Holland nodded in relief as they began walking back to the truck.
“And I'll call you about that book club,” Laura called as she got back in and revved the engine up.
Holland didn't have time to answer before the truck was bouncing back down the driveway again.
She looked out into the country but couldn't see a sign of movement. The dog was gone, and as far as Holland was concerned, she could stay gone.
She made her way back into the house and pulled the door closed behind her. She didn't need dogs or book clubs, and she certainly didn't need dates with inappropriately aged men. She was going to finish her coffee, then she was going to walk the fields at the back of the house, then she was going to come home and write.
The writing had become calming. And she found that she was looking forward to it.
Writing, walking, maybe she'd start cooking properly too. No, she definitely didn't have time for exercise classes or bird-watching. Or for dogs.



Chapter Eight
Gravel crunched under Emory's tires as she pulled into a courtyard ringed with horse stalls. Her heart was beating hard. Partly because of Maggie's less than honest phone call with Downes, but also because in her shabby, rusty truck she knew she didn't fit into her immaculate surroundings.
An indoor school lurked behind the courtyard stalls, and up beyond them were jade green paddocks and pastures, sandy outdoor schools, and race tracks. Downes was one of the top breeders and trainers in the district, and only the best was good enough for his horses.
Which meant that in general he'd always had his own vet, a private practice that Emory knew little about. She couldn't even remember her father being called out to this farm.
She was steeling herself to open her door when an older looking man strode out to her truck. Immediately, she opened up and jumped smartly down. No point in looking as nervous as she felt.
No point in feeling nervous at all, she told herself. She'd spent most of the night looking through her horse text books, she was going to do just fine.
“Who are you?” The man was small, probably an ex-jockey, and his face was wrinkled from too much squinting in the sun.
“I'm the vet,” Emory said politely. “Doctor Carter.”
The man snorted. “We'll see about that.” He gave her a dirty look and then shouted: “Boss!”
He didn't take his eyes off her as another man, taller and less wrinkled, and immediately identifiable as David Downes himself came out of a stall.
“What's all this?” he said, wiping his hands on a rag and eyeing Emory.
“Says she's the vet,” the short man said. “Said she's Doctor Carter.”
Downes sniffed. “Damn Carter pawning me off with his kid. You're the daughter, I assume?”
Not knowing what to say, Emory nodded.
“Well drive yourself back on home and tell your father that if he wants my business he'll be up here himself within the hour,” snapped Downes.
He turned away just as Emory found her tongue.
“He's dead.”
Okay, maybe not the most eloquent of explanations, and it surprised her how easily the words came to her tongue. It wasn't the first time she'd had to explain to a client that her father was gone, but it was the first time that tears hadn't pricked in her eyes as she said it.
She was too angry and humiliated to be upset right now.
“He's dead,” she said again, more confidently. “So I'm running the practice. If you want someone to look at your horse then you'll need me.” She straightened her spine, stood  up taller.
Downes's face had flushed and his mouth flapped for a second. “I... I had no idea,” he said eventually.
Which was when it occurred to Emory that embarrassment and sympathy might actually work in her favor here. She sent up a quick apology to her father for taking advantage of his death like this. But he'd only have laughed.
“Well, it's not necessarily what we lead with when a client calls,” she said, keeping her voice steely.
Downes's eyes narrowed and then a small smile played on his lips and Emory let out a breath. She was winning him over.
“You are qualified, I take it?” asked the short man.
“Fully,” said Emory, not adding in the fact that she'd grown up around animals and probably knew as much about the animals as the old jockey did.
“This is Will,” Downes said. “Head stable boy. You get my business, you'll be dealing with him.”
Emory's heart beat even faster. So she was in with a chance then. She nodded. “Fine by me.”
Will's face soured and he looked as though it would be anything but fine with him.
“Come on then,” said Downes. “You're here now, might as well take a look.”
He strode off toward the stall he'd just left and Emory dragged her bag from the back of the truck and then had to skip a few steps to catch up with him. Will trailed her, still looking sour.
The smell was comforting and familiar. The softness of straw mixed with the warm muskiness of the animal. Emory's breath caught as she stepped into the stall.
The horse was shiny chestnut, its coat glowing in the overhead light.
“This is Peabody's Child,” Downes grunted. “Known as Pea.” His voice was as gruff as before, but his eyes were softer as he stroked the horse's face. He obviously cared for his animals.
“Right,” Emory said. She reached out to stroke the other side of Pea's face. Her father had always told her to introduce herself to any animal before treating them. Pea turned huge brown eyes to her and nickered.
“Lame left front,” Will grumbled from behind her.
“It's alright, boy,” whispered Emory. “I'm going to take a look at that sore leg. We'll get you fighting fit in no time.”
She crouched down and began her examination.
She could feel both Downes's and Will's eyes following her every move, though neither one of them said anything. Her hands trembled and she couldn't help but wish her father was there. She glanced up and could see him leaning in the corner of the stable, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. He flashed a wink at her and she smiled.
Taking a deep breath, she went back to work, her hands steadier now.
Finally, she stood up.
“I don't think it's anything serious,” she said.
“You don't think?” spat Will. “Or you know?”
Emory took a breath to steady herself again but didn't answer him. She turned to Downes. “A touch of tendonitis,” she said. “Rest him in the stall for a week and I'll give you an anti-inflammatory.”
Downes nodded. “Will, go get payment for the vet. I'll need a bill,” he added for Emory's benefit.
Emory nodded. Will left and Downes studied her for a moment. Her confidence was growing by the second. She was being tested and she knew it.
“Fast work,” Downes said eventually.
“Does that mean I get your business?” she couldn't help asking.
He raised an eyebrow. “We'll see,” was all he said before striding out of the stall.
Emory leaned on the store door, Pea headbutting at her shoulder until she put out a hand to stroke him.
The sun was shining in a cold white sky and the smells of a yard full of horses filled her nose and she was absolutely content.
This was what she wanted out of life.
Things hadn't been planned this way. When she'd decided to become a vet it was with the understanding that she'd join her father's business and that he'd be there to steady her until she was confident enough to take the reins herself.
In fact, if anything, she'd been concerned that her father would never retire, that he'd insist on working until they were both old and gray.
Going it alone had never been the plan. But it was what it was and she wasn't ready to give up her dream yet. She certainly wasn't ready to sell out the practice to Shane and his high-rolling partners.
No, this was what she wanted. A quiet practice where she could do the job she loved with clients whose names she knew, looking out over views like this every day, helping animals, simply content.
And yes, maybe, one day, she'd like someone to share all this with.
She'd never had much time for dating, which didn't mean there hadn't been flings. But when it came to something serious, she was willing to wait for the right woman.
In her mind, her partner would be exactly that. A partner. Someone who shared her love for animals. Someone who wouldn't mind that three dogs and a bucket-load of cats shared their bed every night. Someone who took delight in tramping through the woods on a snowy afternoon, someone whose idea of fun was puddle jumping on a rainy day. Someone who understood her. Someone whose heart she would carry with gentle hands. Someone she would trust to treasure her love.
And that someone was definitely a person she could wait for.
“Here you go then.” Will's voice grated in her daydream and Emory blinked to find him holding out a dirty bundle of cash.
“Let me get you a receipt,” she said, ducking down to pull the small printer out of her bag.
It took all of five seconds to input the info and print it out, but Will glaring at her made those seconds feel like minutes. Finally, she handed over the paper.
“That'll be one fifty,” she said. “And I've got anti-inflammatories back at the clinic if someone wants to drive down to pick those up. Otherwise I can drop them off in the morning.”
Will snatched the bill and thrust the bundle of notes at her. “No need for that. Got plenty of meds right here.”
She shrugged. It wasn't unusual for farmers to have stocks of common drugs for their animals. Technically they were supposed to return unused meds to her, but most didn't bother, knowing that they'd need them again soon enough.
“Right then. I'll be back to check on Pea in three days,” she said, picking up her bag.
“We'll see,” Will said, just as his boss had, before stalking off.
Emory sighed. Persuading men like Will and Downes that she was old enough and experienced enough to do her job was going to be tough, she'd always known that. But it would have been easier with her father by her side.
She checked her watch and then hurried her step. If she wasn't careful she was going to be late for evening surgery hours. Not that anyone was likely to show up. But she really should be there in case someone did.



Chapter Nine
It was late in the afternoon when Holland heard the scratching.
She was sitting at the kitchen table writing in her journal, trying to explain why she felt she needed to isolate herself, why she didn't want to go to Laura's book club, and finding it hard to justify her feelings.
And then the noise started.
Her heart jumped up to her throat and she held her breath, pulse thrumming through her veins and adrenaline spiking.
All was quiet and she shook her head. It was nothing. Just her imagination. Stuck out here in the middle of nowhere, of course she was going to get scared every now and again. Even though scared was never a word she'd have used to describe Holland Goldmann before.
But then the noise came again. Louder this time. She paused, head cocked, listening. More scratching and then a whining noise and then she realized that the dog must have come back.
Feeling angry that she'd let herself be afraid she flung open the back door. The dog was sitting on the step, injured paw raised.
“Shoo! Go on! Off with you!”
The dog tilted its head to one side.
“Go on,” Holland said. “I don't need a dog around here. You belong to someone. Go find them.”
The dog tilted its head to the other side.
“Look, I get it, you got food here. But come on. I can't be responsible for you. I'm barely good at being responsible for myself,” Holland said.
The dog whined.
“And I don't need a guard dog, whatever Laura might think.”
The dog barked.
And suddenly Holland remembered the fear she'd felt only a moment ago. If she had a dog in the house then she'd be alerted to anything strange immediately. She'd have protection. She looked down at the animal.
Not that she was decided.
But the idea had its merits.
Damn Laura and her stupid interfering.
Holland sighed and opened the door wider.
“Come on then, get inside while I get my keys. You need that paw seeing to before anything else. Even I'm not cold-hearted enough to leave you in pain.”
The dog trotted inside and Holland closed the door.
She wasn't decided. Really, she wasn't. She'd take the damn thing to the vet. And if there was a line she'd just go ahead and leave the dog with the receptionist and walk away. Even if there was no line, she could always just tell the vet to treat the thing, pay the bill, and have the dog dropped off at the pound.
Easy.
She grabbed her keys and opened the front door and the dog walked obediently to the car and sat next to it. Holland found herself grinning. How the hell had the animal known where to go? She pressed her key fob to unlock the doors and then held the back door to let the dog jump in.
THE VET CLINIC was easy to find and as Holland turned into the driveway she realized that it was the turning she'd blocked just the other day.
Crap.
Well, at least it made a little more sense now why that woman had been complaining about her parking. She guessed that vets had emergencies. She glanced into the rearview mirror to see the dog curled up on the back seat of the car.
Pulling into a parking space she opened up the door, ready for the dog to make a break for it. But it just climbed wearily down and followed Holland as she walked into the clinic.
The place was empty but for a woman with red curly hair glued to her phone behind the reception desk. Holland was about to give her a piece of her mind for not being ready to serve her clientele when another woman walked out of a consulting room.
Holland's mouth got inexplicably dry.
This was the woman from the driveway. The tall, tom-boyish woman with delectable legs that was definitely too young and too provincial to take any interest in at all.
But her mouth was still dry and it took her an effort to speak when the vet said: “And who's this then?”
“Holland Goldmann,” Holland said before realizing that the woman was looking down at the dog and not at her.
The woman looked up and smiled. Dimples appeared in her cheeks and her blue eyes shone. “I was referring to the dog. But nice to see you again Ms. Goldmann. I'm Emory Carter, the vet.”
Holland had the grace to color at the reference to her poor parking. “Uh, right, yes. This dog, it's hurt.”
Emory frowned. “This isn't your dog?”
“She showed up at my door,” Holland shrugged.
She noticed how the vet's face softened slightly. “And you bought her into the clinic? A good Samaritan, huh?”
The implication was that the vet hadn't expected her to act in such a way, that she'd made her normal icy, detached impression. Holland just shrugged again. She didn't need to explain herself or her actions to a vet.
“Come on then,” said Emory, stooping to lift the dog up. “Let's get you looked at.” She glanced at Holland over the dog's head. “She's going to need a name, you know.”
And Holland shrugged for the third time. She wasn't even sure she wanted a dog, let alone that she wanted to name one. But Emory was already carrying the animal into the consulting room.
Holland followed, feeling the red-haired receptionist watching her every step of the way.
Emory leaned over the dog, palpitating and touching and Holland stood back, letting her work. The white coat she wore did little to hide her body. Muscled legs, a flat stomach, the woman was in good shape. For an instant, Holland remembered the fantasy she'd had about bending her over the hood of her car.
She cleared her throat as she felt blood descending to her core.
The moment was interrupted by Emory sucking air in over her teeth.
“What?” Holland said.
“This infection is bad,” said Emory. “She's obviously been out on her own for a while now. She injured herself and it's just got worse and worse. Look, you can see that the infection's down to the bone.”
“So? What do we do?” Holland was deliberately avoiding looking at the dog's wide eyes. Just as she was avoiding looking at Emory's cleavage as she bent over. Much longer and she'd have to close her eyes to avoid looking at all the things she really didn't want to see.
“The easiest solution would be to amputate,” Emory said, standing up.
Holland looked down at the dog who emitted a small whimper. “Any other options?” she found herself asking.
“Well, I can probably treat the infection. But it'll take some work.”
“Do that then,” said Holland briskly, not sure why she cared that much.
Emory shrugged but nodded and began collecting various items from around the clinic. Holland found herself laying a comforting hand on the dog's back. But she had to turn away once Emory began working on the paw.
After what felt like a long time, Emory straightened up again. “Alright, we're still not out of the woods yet. The wound is going to need debriding, cleaning, and re-wrapping once a day, and we're going to need antibiotic shots for a while and pills after that.”
The weight of the responsibility of her decision suddenly descended on Holland. What had she just done? What had she agreed to? A moment of tenderness about not wanting to disfigure the animal and now she was an animal nurse. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.
“You're at the old Adler place, right?” said Emory.
Holland just nodded, looking down at the dog in despair. She couldn't do this. She really couldn't.
“Then I'll come by every evening to take care of it,” Emory said with finality. “You're on my way home anyway. I'll go tell Mags to bill you and get you set up with bandages and meds.”
She walked out and Holland watched her.
The dog whimpered and Holland felt the world spin around her.
In the space of an afternoon she'd gained a dog she didn't want and a standing appointment with the hottest woman she'd met in years.
How the hell had that happened?
She could hear Emory talking in a low voice to the woman outside and the dog whimpered again so Holland put her hand on the animal's back. A radio was playing gently in the background, an old Beatle's song.
“You think of a name yet?” asked Emory, popping her head around the door. “I need something to put on the file.”
Holland was about to shake her head when the song wormed into her brain. Fine. Why not? It was as good a name as any. “Lucy,” she said.
Emory grinned and backed out and Holland looked down at the dog that she didn't want and had now named. The dog that had scored her a series of unwanted meetings with a woman she physically responded to but couldn't possibly allow herself to be interested in.
“You're going to be trouble, aren't you, Lucy?” she muttered.
The dog wagged her tail and sat up in an attempt to lick Holland's face. And Holland, much against her will, began to laugh.



Chapter Ten
The puppy looked up at her with big, brown eyes and Emory laughed.
“I'm pretty sure he knows what we're talking about,” said the young farmer who'd brought him in.
“Maybe,” Emory said. “But I stand by what I said. Getting him fixed will give him a longer, happier life and if you're not planning on breeding him then you really should go ahead with it. It'll calm him down some too.”
The farmer grinned. “Bet my wife wishes she could do the same with me. I'll make an appointment on my way out.”
“Perfect,” said Emory. “See you soon.”
The puppy obediently trotted after his master and Emory was about to follow but her next patient was already showing herself in. Next patient. As in the waiting room had people in it. Okay, not many, but still.
Word had gotten around. Maybe Mags had been right. She'd just needed a little time to get on her feet. If things kept growing like this then she really had nothing to worry about. Add in David Downes's horse business and she'd be set.
She smiled at the little girl clutching the small cage. “What have we got here?” she asked.
“Wabbit,” said the child solemnly.
“Well why don't we take a look?”
She was just finishing up with trimming the small white rabbit's claws when Maggie poked her head around the door. “Phone for you, can you take it?”
Carefully, Emory loaded the rabbit back into its cage and handed the whole bundle back to the child. “Sure thing, if you can just show Taylor and Pikachu out,” she said with a smile.
Maggie ushered the child outside and slid the door closed which Emory assumed meant there were no more patients. She picked up the phone.
“Emory Carter.”
“Yes, I know who I called, thank you very much.”
It was Shane Richards, sounding even more venomous than usual.
Emory sighed. “What is it, Shane? I'm in the middle of consulting hours.” Not exactly true, she was definitely winding down here.
“I just wanted to be clear.” There was a rumble of conversation in the background, then Shane's voice came back. “We just wanted to be clear. Our offer to buy out your practice still stands, but there's no place here for an incompetent doctor.”
The words hit Emory like tiny arrows. What the hell was he talking about? “Incompetent?”
“You heard me,” spat Shane. “Consider the job offer rescinded. The offer to buy the practice out remains on the table, but don't dally, we're not going to wait all year for it.”
“I already said no,” Emory reminded him, desperately trying to think of why he would call her incompetent. She'd done nothing recently that was even remotely risky.
“Well then, we'll just wait until you run the place into the ground and come running looking for a bail-out,” Shane said. “Shouldn't be long, the way you're going.” And he slammed the phone down so hard that it made Emory's ear ring.
“What the hell was all that about?” she asked.
“No idea,” said Maggie, who'd been lurking by the door. “What did he want anyway?”
“He wanted to call me incompetent and to withdraw his offer of a job,” Emory said, still puzzled.
Maggie shrugged. “Probably just some kind of tactic to destroy your confidence and make you want to sell. Which you don't intend to do anyway, so who cares?”
“Yes,” Emory said, scratching her nose. “I suppose you're right.”
“I'm generally right,” Maggie grinned. “And since there are no patients left I'm heading out to get ready for my date. Oh, and don't forget you need to stop by the Adler place to dress that dog's wound.”
Emory groaned. She'd forgotten, and what she really wanted was a hot shower and an early night. But the dog needed help and she wasn't going to deny her that.
Plus, her libido chipped in, there was the secretive chance to get a glimpse of Holland Goldmann again. Cold and arrogant she might be, but she was willing to adopt a dog, which raised her much higher in Emory's esteem. And then there was that body...
Her mouth almost watered and she chided herself for being foolish. Goldmann might be hot but she was also almost certainly straight and uninterested. Emory grinned to herself. A girl could dream though, couldn't she?
GIVEN THAT THE house was so  large and obviously half-empty, the kitchen was unexpectedly cozy. A small fire was crackling in the grate and there was the smell of fresh coffee in the air.
Holland Goldmann had opened the door and led her through without a word and Emory could smell expensive perfume as she followed in her wake.
“She's here,” Holland said, finally stopping in the kitchen.
Emory looked down to see Lucy curled up happily in a bundle of blankets. “She doesn't look like she's hurting,” she said, her pulse lowering slightly. She wasn't definite she could stop the infection, but the dog looked as though she was tolerating the treatment so far.
“She still doesn't walk on it,” said Holland.
“She won't yet, probably not for a while. She's got used to it hurting and used to limping, even once it's healed it'll probably take a while to get her on it again.”
Holland turned away. “Anything you need?”
“A bowl of hot water would be good, and a towel if you have one.”
Emory crouched down and began unwrapping Lucy's bandages as Holland went off to find what she'd requested.
Why live in a house that was half-empty? Maybe she wasn't quite moved in yet. Or maybe she was planning on buying furniture later. The house was a rental though. Did people buy furniture for rental houses?
She had just unwrapped the bandages when a bowl of hot water appeared by her side, followed by a very expensive looking towel, thick and fluffy.
“Um, I should probably use something older, a clean cleaning rag maybe?” Emory said, looking at the towel then at Holland.
Holland flushed. “This is all I have,” she said.
How about that? Rich enough that even her old towels were more luxurious than anything Emory had at her place. Emory cleared her throat, then nodded and got to work.
Carefully she snipped away at dead flesh, cleaning and disinfecting the wound as best she could. The dog panted and whimpered until Holland reached out and put a hand on her flank. Emory noticed the movement but it didn't distract her from what she was doing.
“Good girl,” she whispered.
But Lucy was looking up at Holland with trusting brown eyes and ignoring Emory altogether.
Finally, she began wrapping a clean bandage around the limb again.
“You really love your work, don't you?”
Holland's question broke the silence but Emory was still engrossed in what she was doing. “Yes,” she said simply.
“I can respect that.” There was a pause. “I loved mine too.”
Emory did look up now. Holland's green-blue eyes weren't misty, but there was sadness there. “What did you do?”
“I was a  lawyer.” Holland got up and brushed off her pants. “So we're all done here, I suppose?”
Obviously she wasn't the kind of person that opened up easily. One crack in the ice and Holland was already trying to shut it down.
Which was a shame because Emory was already feeling the need to get closer to her, to talk to her, find out more. If she was being absolutely honest Emory was already starting to develop a crush. The kind of crush that made her mouth water and made her want to accidentally brush hands against Holland's skin.
“Yes,” she said. “We're more or less done. Let me just grab an antibiotic shot.”
She reached into her bag and got what she needed, quickly administering it to the dog. A lawyer, huh? What was a lawyer doing here? A rich lawyer, no less. Except Holland had definitely used the past tense. She'd loved her work, which meant she no longer did her work.
“There, all done,” said Emory, packing her things away.
She closed her bag and then hesitated. She wanted to stay, or maybe she wondered if Holland wanted her to stay. The house was empty. It must be lonely out here.
Unless Holland liked being lonely.
But there was nothing more to do and nothing more to say. So Emory took one last look at the light outlining Holland's profile and then shook herself into action.
“I'll be going then,” she said. “I'll be back tomorrow.”
There was always tomorrow, wasn't there? She could chip away at Holland's icy exterior again. Maybe she'd find something next time.
As they got to the front door they both reached out for the latch at the same time and before Emory knew what was happening, their hands were touching.
It was less than a second.
A warmth started to tingle in Emory's stomach. Then Holland snatched her hand away and Emory was opening the door and going out into the cold night.
But as she got into her truck she could still feel that warmth and one tiny little detail lingered in her memory. Holland had removed her hand. But she hadn't removed it quite fast enough.
A little fire kindled in Emory's heart. Could it be that Holland Goldmann was just a little bit interested?
She started the engine and snorted at herself. As if. She really needed that shower and some sleep. She was starting to imagine things.



Chapter Eleven
“I do believe that we've been set up.”
The man smiled and raised bushy white eyebrows and Holland shot a glance over at Laura.
“Got it in one,” said the man, following her gaze. “Can't blame her though. Poor Laura just wants everyone to be happy.”
“Yes,” Holland said, cradling her glass of warm white wine.
“And what brings you to our little book club?”
Holland looked pointedly in Laura's direction again and the man laughed.
She hadn't intended to come. From the very beginning she'd wanted to avoid getting entangled in the town, entangled in Laura's plans and matchmaking schemes. But then...
But then she'd been walking Lucy, a chore that had become not a chore at all once she realized that Lucy was an eager reason to get out of the house. They'd been merrily marching and limping across the field beside her house when they'd come across Laura and her two labradors.
The dogs had strained at their leashes in obvious excitement and then howled in glee as they'd been released to smell each other, play, and chase down the field.
And Holland's cold heart had warmed seeing Lucy respond to the other dogs, she'd been reminded of friends in the school yard so many, many years ago.
So when Laura had inquired as to her plans that afternoon and then had insisted on picking her up to go to book club Holland hadn't been able to say no.
Okay, maybe she had.
But she was beginning to realize that it was all very well shutting people out when you had a career to attend to. When your only responsibilities were a lame dog and an impossibly empty house, however, life could get a little lonely.
It was not a sign of weakness she told herself. She wasn't sure if she believed it or not.
“And what brings you to these parts?” the man was asking.
At least he was of an appropriate age, though his gender could  use a little work. “I...” She hesitated, not sure how much to say. “I, uh, stopped working.”
“Joined the ranks of the retired,”  he grinned. “And what did you do?”
There was no harm in telling him. She'd already spilled the beans to Emory Carter so the news was probably all over town already. Her heart beat a little harder at the thought of the young vet. She checked her watch, she'd have to leave soon to be home for Emory's visit.
“I was a lawyer,” she said distractedly, thinking about Emory's hair caressing her cheek as she bent over Lucy's paw.
Yet another reason she should be out meeting people. Being a recluse had apparently turned her into some kind of pervert that salivated over younger women.
“Then you should definitely join us next week,” the man boomed.
Holland raised an eyebrow. She'd fully intended to make her excuses to Laura and not come to the little club again. Yes, she might need to meet a few people and maybe to take up a hobby or two to fill her time. But the vinegary warm wine and hot little library weren't her scene at all.
“Why's that?” she asked.
“We're reading the new Grisham novel. We could use a lawyer's opinion on that. They're always so addictive, but God knows how accurate they are.”
Huh. Actually, that wasn't a bad idea. Her hand ached a little from scrawling in her journal and she'd already opened a file on her laptop with ideas for a book. Writing was calming her and soothing her and it wouldn't be a bad thing to find out what people liked about Grisham's popular tales.
Maybe she could get a little inspiration.
In the end, she agreed to join the next meeting but declined to give her number to the man with the caterpillar eyebrows, though she didn't mention her sexuality as an excuse. There was only so much gossip that she needed about herself.
And then she hurried to get home because she was expecting company.
THE LIGHT WAS low and Holland peered more closely in the mirror as she outlined her lips and then filled in the color. She smacked them together and rubbed and then her mouth looked too big, so she took out an eye pencil and ringed her eyes to balance things out.
It was only when she reached for a mascara wand that she saw her hand was shaking.
She took a deep breath.
But she wouldn't be calmed.
It was a silly crush, that was all, and there was nothing wrong with that. It was perfectly normal. The woman was attractive, for God's sake, and it wasn't like she was going to pounce on her or anything.
Her core pulsed hard at the thought.
She barely knew anything about Emory at all.
She looked in the mirror again and finished putting on the mascara even though there was absolutely no reason in the world for her to be wearing make up.
But when the doorbell rang and she opened it up she found her mouth getting dry and words fought to stay in her throat and not come out of her mouth.
It was like being fifteen again.
She stood back silently and let Emory into the house.
Then she followed her into the kitchen.
Just what was it she liked? She did know that she liked her. Yes, there were those long legs and long eyelashes and high cheekbones. But there was an intensity with which Emory worked that Holland recognized from herself. She liked the devotion, the ambition, the drive that she could see there.
She liked that Emory had spent three evenings in her house not counting today and had never once pushed for personal information, never assumed to sit in a chair, never forced herself in any way on Holland.
Not that Holland would have minded being forced.
Another core pulse.
Emory bent over Lucy and Holland watched her backside in tight jeans and was about to fall over so she had to tear her eyes away and distract herself.
“Do you want some coffee?” she found herself asking.
Emory looked up at her with big blue eyes. “I wouldn't mind tea if you have some.”
So Holland busied herself with boiling water while Emory tended to Lucy and wondered if she'd just made a mistake. Making drinks meant that Emory would stay  longer, that she'd have to sit down, that they'd have to talk.
It was the damndest thing.
Holland had made her living with words. She'd been able to argue that the sky was pink and be convincing. She'd reprieved men and condemned men and won vast sums of money on the power of her words alone.
But her mind was an absolute blank and her tongue was tied as soon as Emory walked through her door.
“Here,” she said gruffly when the drinks were made.
Emory washed her hands at the kitchen sink and then picked up the mug. “Lucy's doing fine, she's not out of the woods yet, but I think we're saving her leg. It's important that it stays dry and clean for now and that we keep on with the antibiotics, but other than that, I think we're alright.”
Holland nodded and racked her brain to come up with something else to say, something to talk about that wasn't Lucy.
“So what do you do when you're not rescuing dogs?” Emory asked, taking a sip from her mug.
Holland shrugged. “I read a lot. Write sometimes. Take walks. I'm just discovering free time, I've never had much of it before.”
“What an amazing opportunity,” Emory said, wrapping her hands around her mug. “All those chances to find a new talent, new meaning in life.”
Holland smiled a little. She hadn't thought of things that way. She'd been trying so hard to keep the emptiness away that she hadn't considered that maybe something good could come from this.
“What do you do when you're not being a vet?” she asked curiously.
“Loads of things. I like reading too, and walking, I love hiking and being outdoors. I watch a lot of sci-fi which makes me a little nerdy I guess.”
Holland laughed. “You're not exactly how I'd picture a nerd.”
Emory pouted a little. “You mean this isn't what you think a nerd looks like?” She gestured down her body forcing Holland's eyes to follow her hand and Holland started to breathe a little faster.
“No, not entirely,” said Holland, voice getting huskier.
She could feel Emory's eyes on her, could feel the heat in the air, and knew damn well that she wasn't the only one interested. She could reach out right now and Emory would respond, long experience told her this.
She bit her lip and her breath hitched in her chest.
Then she glimpsed the orange of a pill bottle standing on the counter behind Emory.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was old and broken and there was no way she should be messing with something like this.
“Well, if you're about finished, I'll get you a check. Your first bill came this morning,” she said briskly.
Emory took a step back as though she'd been physically pushed then recovered herself. “Of course,” she said, putting her cup on the counter. “I should let you get back to your evening.”



Chapter Twelve
Emory's truck bounced down the now familiar driveway.
It had become a habit now. Every evening, when surgery was over, she'd start her drive home and stop off along the way at the Alden house to check on Lucy.
Lucy, however, was healing nicely and it surprised Emory just how sad she felt at the thought of not making this detour one day.
Not that anything had happened.
In fact, Holland hadn't even offered coffee again after that first time, and that had been four days ago. Which almost certainly meant she wasn't interested despite the crackling energy Emory felt in the air every time they shared a space.
Or maybe she couldn't be interested, that would explain things more. That would explain how any time they started to connect, Holland would back off immediately. Like when their hands accidentally touched at the front door and Holland had hesitated and then snatched her hand away like Emory was burning her.
Except Holland appeared to be able to create that same snatching-away atmosphere without moving, just with her attitude, her words.
Emory sighed and pulled up in front of the house.
It had been a long day. A long week. And she wasn't sure how she felt about it.
Yes, the clinic had been getting busier. Not immensely so, but little by little, and that was a good thing. But then David Downes had canceled the follow up appointment for Peabody's Child without an explanation at all.
Mags had just come in with a message slip on the morning of the appointment and handed it over silently while Emory was treating a patient. And no matter how much she grilled the woman, Mags couldn't give her answers she didn't have.
It was perfectly possible that Pea had recovered, making the follow up appointment unnecessary. On the other hand, perhaps Downes hadn't been pleased with her diagnosis and had called someone else in for a second opinion.
She couldn't know without talking to the man himself and she couldn't bring herself to call. How needy would it seem to call and ask if he'd been satisfied with her? It was hardly professional, was it?
And then there'd been that spiteful phone call from Shane Richards telling her she was incompetent for absolutely no reason at all that she could think of. Maybe Mags was right and he was just manipulating her.
She just hoped that he wasn't spreading rumors all over town that she was incompetent, because that would be the death knell for her business, she was sure of that.
With a heavy mind she pulled her bag out of the truck and knocked on Holland's front door. She couldn't help the beat of excitement in her stomach as she waited for the woman to open up.
When the door creaked open, Holland stood there in tight pants and a baggy sweater that looked soft enough to sleep in. Her hair was slicked back as though she'd just showered and Emory's knees trembled at the very idea of Holland naked under the water.
“Uh, hi,” she managed as Holland stood back to let her in.
When was the last time she'd wanted someone like this, she thought, as she followed Holland to the kitchen. She honestly couldn't remember.
“SHE'S FINE TO go for a run now. In fact, I'd recommend it. She's likely to start putting that leg down if she's going at speed. So let her off the leash and give her some freedom,” said Emory, standing up and rubbing her hands together.
“I'll let her out the back,” Holland said. “There's plenty of room out there.”
“Just watch out for the river,” advised Emory.
Holland looked at her with a frown. “There's a river out there?”
“Down by the trees,” Emory said. “You haven't been there?”
“I keep meaning to,” Holland confessed. “But I keep chickening out at the thought of such a long walk.”
Emory laughed. “I'm not sure I'd walk it. Just take the quad bike.”
“Take the what?”
There was a brief enough pause that Emory could consider the wisdom of what she was about to do and then decide to ignore wisdom altogether and listen to her far baser desires.
“Come with me,” she said. “Grab your coat.”
She led Holland out of the back door, Lucy padding after them as Holland struggled into her jacket. The first outbuilding they looked into was empty.
“It's around here somewhere,” Emory said. “I'm sure of it. Every farmer has a quad bike nowadays and I know Herb had bought a new one right before he died. I can't imagine Luke would have sold it or found a use for it yet.”
She strode over to the other building and yanked the door open. Something loomed under a canvas cover in the moonlight and Emory fumbled for a lightswitch.
“There you go,” she said, finding the light and then pulling the canvas off. A bright, shiny quad bike stood glittering in the middle of the floor.
“I, uh, had no idea,” Holland said. She laid a hand on the shiny surface. “And I have absolutely no idea how to ride the thing. Is there a key somewhere?”
Emory laughed. “There's a starter button.” There was yet another second of pause, time enough to decide against wisdom again. And Emory's voice was a little higher when she resumed speaking. “I could teach you, if you'd like?”
“I don't know,” Holland said doubtfully.
“You'll pick it up in no time, it's easy. Tomorrow's Sunday. I could come in the afternoon and treat Lucy after we're done. It's worth it, trust me. You'll probably welcome the bike once the snow starts. It might be your only way of reaching civilization. That big SUV will slide right off the road.”
Holland's eyes got bigger and the dusty light from the bulb swinging on the ceiling shone in her hair. Emory took a deep breath. Had she pushed things too far? Would Holland back off now?
But Holland finally nodded. “Yes, alright. That sounds like a sensible idea.” She swallowed, then added: “Thank you.”
“You're very welcome,” Emory said.
Now she was the one freaking out. Holland hadn't backed off and Emory realized she'd just committed to sitting on a quad bike with Holland's arms wrapped around her waist and her chin nestled on her shoulder and her breath whistling in her ear and... And Emory felt a flood of wetness at even the idea of it.
“I'll, um, I'll come by tomorrow then?” she said, voice shaking only slightly.
Holland nodded and Emory threw the canvas back on the bike and they both backed out.
EMORY WAS STILL trying to figure out just what had happened and what she'd dared to do. Hot water from the shower drummed on her head getting louder and louder until she realized there was someone knocking at her door.
Quickly, she flicked off the shower. “I'm coming!” she shouted, grabbing a towel.
It could only be an emergency. She dragged a comb through her wet hair and wrapped her robe around her still wet body and hurried to the door. She opened it to find a man with a mustache and goatee leaning against the porch rail and smoking a cigarette.
“What? What is it?” Emory asked, already calculating where to find her clothes and car keys and just what medications she had in her bag.
“Here,” the man said.
He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a brown envelope. Emory took it automatically, the sharp smell of smoke in her nose. Then the man turned and walked down the porch stairs.
“Wait,” she shouted after him. “What's this?”
He shrugged. “You've been served,” he said with a smile that could almost be called apologetic.
Emory looked down at the envelope in her hands. What the hell was he talking about? What the hell was this?
She looked up to yell after him again, but he was already turning on the ignition of a battered Dodge and looking toward his next destination.
The night was cold, the air nipping at her skin almost painfully and she stepped back into the  house, pulling the door closed against the chill. The envelope lay in her hands as she puzzled over what it was, what was happening.
She went into the kitchen where it was warmer and the light was clearer.
Her hands were shaking so badly that she tore the envelope as she opened it, the papers coming out bent and ripped at the corner. It took a solid minute as she read the words on the front again and again before she understood vaguely what was happening.
She threw the bunch of papers onto the kitchen table and pulled out a seat, sitting before she could fall down.
No. This couldn't be true.
How could this happen?
Why?
She looked at the papers again, the ugly black words shining in the bright kitchen light.
Her heart thudded in her chest and nausea built in her stomach and the words didn't change as she read them again and again until they stopped making sense again.
She closed her eyes, but the words just danced under the darkness of her eyelids.
There was no escaping it.
She was being sued. By David Downes.



Chapter Thirteen
The small engine rumbled as Emory backed the quad bike out of the barn. In the afternoon sunlight, Holland could see that it was shiny red and that it was higher and bigger than she'd expected.
“It's simple,” Emory said, jumping down from the driver's seat. “Herb got lazy in his old age and opted for an automatic.”
Holland doubted that it could be that easy, but Emory was smiling at her and it was easy to get lost inside the warmth of that smile. Easier than it really should be. The realization came to Holland that she wasn't nervous about riding the damn bike. She was nervous about being so close to Emory.
“You've got the start button here,” Emory was saying. “Then you accelerate like this, and these are the brakes. Always hit the right brake first then add in the left, otherwise you might end up going head-first over the handlebars.”
“Got it,” Holland said. She dared to take a step closer. Which was when she noticed that Emory was far paler than usual, and that there were dark shadows under her eyes. “Are you okay?”
Emory paused then shrugged. “Yes, absolutely fine.”
“No you're not.”
The bluntness took Emory by surprise as it was designed to. Holland had wrong-footed enough witnesses by simply being blunt and honest with them.
“Okay, I'm not then, I guess.”
“Want to share?” Holland asked, curious.
The sun shone down onto the farm-yard stirring up dust and it was so cold that Holland couldn't feel her nose. It was a crisp, bright cold, the kind that made her want to curl up in front of the fire. The kind of day she generally didn't see because she'd be in court from early light until the sun went down.
It felt strangely luxurious to be outside and not working.
Emory tilted her head to one side. Her cheeks were pink with the cold and her eyes sparkled. “Later?” she said, finally. “Let's not ruin our trip. Besides, it's cold as a witch's tit out here and we'll catch hypothermia if we stand around gossiping all day.”
“Lovely language,” Holland said. But she was grinning. “Fair deal. Now how do I get up on this thing?”
“Foot right here.”
Emory was instructing her and soon Holland was safely in the driving seat, her gloved hands wrapped around the handlebars. She had a fair idea of what she was doing and her heart beat harder at the excitement of it.
She couldn't remember the last time she'd tried something new. Particularly something so out of character. Honestly, Holland Goldmann driving a quad bike, who'd have thought?
And then her heart stopped.
Emory slid behind her, settling into place until her whole body was pressed against Holland's spine and Holland felt her core melt in response. She managed to draw in a ragged breath as Emory's voice whispered in her ear.
“Go on then, get her started.”
Holland practically whimpered.
“Just press the button,” said Emory.
The words tickled the tiny hairs on the back of her neck and Holland wanted to squirm in her seat from the delicious wetness she was starting to feel.
Christ.
Get a grip.
This wasn't supposed to be a seduction. It was a damned bike-riding lesson. She gritted her teeth and pressed the starter button. The engine thrummed into life again and with a careful hand she accelerated until the bike began to move.
✽✽✽
 
“That was amazing,” Holland said, squealing the bike to a halt.
“It's fun, isn't it?” Emory asked. She'd ridden quad bikes since she was a child and had almost forgotten how thrilling they could be for the first time.
“Shall I drive back into the barn?” asked Holland.
Emory tightened her grip around Holland's waist. The woman was far from a good driver, something that Emory wasn't about to mention. At least she couldn't do much damage out on the fields with the bike.
“Got to put it away in this weather,” she said. “If you don't, the fuel lines can freeze at night. So make sure you put it under shelter and you cover it.”
“Right you are,” Holland said, buzzing the engine into life again and beginning to carefully steer for the barn.
Emory squeezed her hands together, keeping her balance as she pressed up against Holland and for a second she felt her heart throb. Yes, sitting right behind Holland could have been a distraction. It was a distraction. Except she was too distracted by other things to really enjoy it.
She'd considered canceling, but couldn't bring herself to do it. Besides, if she'd have canceled she'd have only spent the day in bed feeling sorry for herself. Which wouldn't help anyone.
Drinking in Holland's scent, feeling her warmth, hearing her laugh, all of those things should have made this afternoon one of the most exciting and yet frustrating of her life. But her head wasn't in the game.
Holland jolted to a stop inside the barn. She turned the engine off and Emory let go. “Nice work,” she said, climbing down.
“Now all I've got to do is figure out how to get down,” laughed Holland.
Without thinking, Emory offered up her hand. She was surprised when Holland took it, even more surprised when Holland put her other hand on Emory's shoulder and jumped lightly down from the bike.
And then there they were.
Face to face, mere millimeters separating them, in the growing shadows of the barn and finally, finally Emory wasn't distracted anymore.
She could see the down on Holland's cheeks. Could see the soft traces of pink lipstick, the smudge of eye pencil. She could smell expensive perfume and a softer scent that was all Holland. Unthinkingly, she moved closer and Holland's lips parted gently and... and then Holland turned away.
“That was fun,” she said, her voice high and bright. “But I'm freezing. Come on, there's a pot of coffee on.”
She bounded out of the barn and Emory was left wondering if anything had happened at all.
She hadn't imagined it though. She was almost sure. That parting of those soft lips, that minuscule movement of the head. No, she hadn't imagined it. Holland had been about to kiss her. Her heart rate soared and she grinned in the shadows. Holland was interested. Yes, definitely interested.
She skipped to catch up as Holland opened the back door.
“Would you prefer tea?” asked Holland.
Warmth suffused her face with blood and Emory almost purred with delight. “Coffee's fine,” she said, peeling off her jacket.
“So, you were going to tell me what's wrong,” Holland said, as she pulled out cups.
“Was I?” She was hesitant to ruin such a nice afternoon. On the other hand, Holland was the only lawyer she knew.
“Yes, you were.” Hot coffee glugged into mugs and Holland placed one in front of her before leaning back against the counter with her own.
Emory sighed. “Fine. Since you ask. I got served with papers yesterday. I'm being sued.”
“By whom?” Holland asked, straightening up, an intent look on her face.
“A man called David Downes. He's a horse breeder and trainer.”
“For what?” The question was almost barked.
Emory shrugged. “No idea.”
“It'll be on the papers themselves,” Holland said brusquely.
“Oh, yes, I suppose,” Emory said. She had tried and failed to read the legalese and finally had given up, stuffing the papers back into their ripped envelope.
“I can't help you.”
The words came out of nowhere. As far as Emory knew she hadn't asked for help. She'd been thinking about the papers and then Holland was standing in the middle of the kitchen saying she couldn't help and Emory's mouth opened but she didn't know what to say.
There was a long moment where they both looked at each other.
Holland was the first to tear her eyes away. “You need a lawyer though.”
“Right,” said Emory. “Yes, of course.” The air was cooler now, the moment broken, something had changed and Emory put her warm mug down. “Let me just get my bag and I'll see to Lucy.” The dog stirred in her blankets.
Fifteen minutes ago Emory would have sworn that she and Holland were on the brink of something. She was certain they'd almost kissed. And now, now what? Holland had flat out refused to help her, though Emory hadn't even asked.
It felt like they'd take a step forward only for Holland to take two steps back.
Emory felt shaky and unsure of herself as she collected her bag from her truck. She was confused. Confused by everything. Why Downes was suing her, why Holland was behaving so strangely, why she was even here in the first place on a cold Sunday afternoon.
She took a deep breath before going back into the house. Her father had always said that the wait-and-see approach was best if there was no clear diagnosis. So that, she supposed, was what she was going to do.
She'd wait and see.
Maybe there'd be answers at some point.
Holland had her back turned washing dishes when she returned to the kitchen. Emory got to work. The awkwardness was still there and she didn't know how it had come or what she could do to make it go away.
The wonderful afternoon had soured and Emory's life felt closer to falling apart than ever before.



Chapter Fourteen
The library was just as cloying warm as it had been the week before, and Holland was beginning to regret wearing a turtle-neck. She could feel a damp patch of sweat in the middle of her back as she settled into an uncomfortable chair.
“So, this week's read,” started a woman in glasses that Holland was fairly sure was called Vera. She was less sure that she was the librarian. Possibly she was, but the glasses might just prejudice her toward thinking that. “Initial impressions?”
Laura piped up immediately. “Loved it. Except it kept me up way past my bedtime.”
Holland had read the book twice. Once for the story, once to try and dissect it, to figure out just what made the book so addictive. She'd figured out a couple of tricks and noted them down on her laptop for later use.
“Before we get into detail,” said the man with caterpillar eyebrows whose name, it turned out, was Chris. “I'd like to ask Holland what she thought of the book as a lawyer.”
Laura wiggled her eyebrows suggestively as Chris mentioned Holland's name and Holland studiously ignored her. She'd fobbed off a middle-aged man trying to sell her renter's insurance just the day before and she'd been fairly certain that Laura had sent him her way.
“Factually, the book was very accurate,” she said. “Unsurprising, since Grisham is a lawyer himself. Obviously, some of the decisions taken were unethical and would probably get a real lawyer disbarred if he were caught, but that's what makes it a good story, no?”
Laura broke in again and Holland sat back only half-listening. She'd played her part and the wine was red this week and a little more drinkable. Plus, there were some apple-cinnamon cookies that were to die for.
But all the talk of lawyers and law didn't do much for her peace of mind.
In truth, she just kept going back to Emory.
Emory who came to her home every evening.
Emory who had nearly kissed her.
Emory who she'd nearly kissed.
Emory who had legal problems.
Emory who was completely and utterly wrong for her in every respect.
Maybe she shouldn't have denied her help. The problem was though, that Holland had really, really wanted to help.
As soon as Emory had mentioned she was getting sued, in the pale light of the kitchen, Holland's pulse had quickened. Her mouth had watered and she'd felt a familiar sparking in her brain, her limbs warming as though getting ready to run a marathon.
And  it had scared her.
It had terrified her just how much she'd wanted to help Emory. No, strike that. It had scared her just how much she'd wanted to go back into a courtroom.
In that quick moment, she'd had a flash of memory: Drake Page putting his hand over his wine glass at dinner and asking for water. She'd finally understood what strength that had taken. She'd finally understood what it was to stand up against something that every single cell in her body was crying out to do.
She'd done the only thing she could do. She'd done what Drake Page would do. She'd asked for water. She'd flat out told Emory she couldn't help.
Which was probably for the best now that she thought about it. Because Emory had kept her distance over the last few days. She'd been polite, charming even, but there'd been no repeat of that Sunday afternoon, there'd been no moment where they'd been close enough to touch.
A good thing, Holland reminded herself.
It had been a moment of weakness only. A moment in the shadows of the barn when she'd been magnetically pulled toward Emory's lips and when even the slightest motion would have meant them kissing.
Something she couldn't do.
Because she was too old and definitely too broken for Emory.
Not that she didn't want to. In the deep of night when it was dark and when her eyes closed and her fingers wandered it was Emory's face that she thought of. Then she stopped. Every time. She stopped herself climaxing even when her body was telling her that release would be good, healthy even. Because yet again she was afraid.
Afraid of that tightness in her chest, of the nausea and the sweating and...
She hurriedly raised her glass and guzzled down the rest of her wine.
“Holland?” Vera asked.
Holland blinked and saw everyone was looking at her. God, she must look a fright. “I'm fine,” she said. “Fine.”
“We were just wondering if perhaps you'd like to choose a book for next week? As our newest member it would be nice if you could suggest something?”
Holland frowned. Newest member?
“Yes, go on,” Laura said. “You've got a whole shelf full of books at home.”
“You've never been inside,” Holland said.
Laura grinned. “You can see the bookshelf through the living room window. Go on, choose something you've loved and that you'd like us all to read. An old favorite, or something you've read recently.”
Holland struggled to remember the name of a single book. “Uh, what about, um...”
“Oh, what about a classic legal thriller?” Laura said. “You must have read tons of those.”
“Yes, that's a good idea,” Chris added. “Give us something to compare this Grisham to.”
“Something like Presumed Innocent?” suggested Holland.
A small cheer rang out and Holland found herself blushing and then grinning. It felt good to please the group.
“That's settled then,” Vera said.
And Holland wished that everything in life could be settled so easily.
LUCY RAN OFF toward Laura's house before Holland could stop her. Holland trailed behind and met Laura just as she was coming out of the gate with her two dogs. Lucy barked joyfully and Laura waved hello.
“Good book club today,” she said once she was close enough that they could speak.
“Yes,” Holland said, surprisingly in agreement. She hadn't realized until she got home just how much she'd enjoyed herself. It was low-key, quiet and a thoroughly pleasant way to spend an afternoon.
“So how about you and Chris then?” Laura poked as they began to walk up the lane.
Holland sighed. Now was as good a time as any, she guessed. “There's nothing between Chris and me, and there isn't going to be.”
“Ah, too old?”
“No!” Holland took a deep breath. “I'm just not interested, that's all.”
They walked side by side, feet crackling on the thin layer of frost on the ground. “So who are you interested in?” Laura said, finally.
“No one!” Holland quickly answered.
“Psh, okay, you just tell yourself that then,” said Laura, throwing a stick for the dogs to catch. “I know that look. You've got the look of a woman in love. Or at least in lust.”
“Bullshit.”
Laura sniffed. “Deny it all you like. But I'm going to keep sending eligible bachelors your way if I think you're not already interested in someone, so, you know, it might be in your own best interest to come clean.”
Holland stopped. Then she laughed and shook her head. Laura smiled right back. It was difficult to be angry with her, as interfering as she was. She made a logical point. “Fine. I'm interested in someone.” Not that she would act on that interest, but if it kept Laura off her back...
“Okay.” Another stick got thrown and the dogs battled to catch it, tongues lolling. “Care to share who it is?”
“No.”
“You should make your move,” Laura said, watching the dogs. “This is a small town, single people don't stay on the market long here. If there's someone you're into, you'll need to stake your claim.”
Holland rolled her eyes. As if.
Just then, the dogs came trotting back, Lucy with the stick in her mouth, Laura's labs following behind.
“Oh, will you look at that,” said Laura in surprise.
“What?” Holland asked.
“Lucy's putting her weight on that front leg. Oh, well done, Luce, good girl. You'll be tearing around in no time.”
Holland tried to smile. She was happy for Lucy, really she was. But now she had a problem. If Lucy was better then Emory wouldn't need to drop by every evening. And the thought of Emory not being there, even if it was just for ten minutes, bothered Holland more than she'd thought it would.
Obviously, she'd known that this was going to happen. She hadn't counted on it happening quite so soon though. She could stretch it out a little longer, she was sure. Another day or two. She could protest that she couldn't change bandages to save her life, which was probably true.
But at some point, Emory wouldn't be there anymore.
Holland's heart jittered and jumped in her chest and she found herself clutching onto Laura's sleeve.
“What is it? Are you alright?” Laura asked, turning back and supporting Holland.
Holland took a deep, calming breath, deliberately trying to slow her heartbeat. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “Yes, I'm fine. Just a dizzy spell, that's all.”
“Huh, you should try going through menopause,” Laura said, letting her go and starting to walk again. “Hot one minute, angry the next, it's like picking your feelings out of a tumble dryer every two seconds.”
Holland laughed politely and started to walk again. But now she was starting to think that life without Emory in it would be worse than she'd imagined.



Chapter Fifteen
Emory carefully placed the kitten into the carrier. The animal purred and bumped its head against Emory's hand.
“She's a little sweetie,” Emory said.
“We found her just out by the town sign,” said Justine Blakely who Emory remembered as Justine Smith from school. “We couldn't just leave her there all alone. Especially with these two.” She nodded toward two tow-headed little boys who were whispering together in the corner.
“Well, she's perfectly healthy, doesn't look like she's been away from her mom too long,” Emory said. “Feed her twice a day with kitten wet food, and soak a little kibble in some water so she can eat it more easily. Have water and a litter box readily available and she'll almost certainly know what to do with those.”
“No house training?” Justine said.
“No, most cats usually like being clean,” Emory grinned. “Bring her back in a couple of weeks and we'll get her vaccinations started. In the meantime, I'm thinking that you guys will need to think of a name.”
Justine thanked her and Emory could hear the boys arguing over whether to call the kitten Bob or Transformer and she shook her head. At least the little thing had a safe home, though it looked like she was going to be lumbered with an unusual name.
“So, I come bearing news,” Maggie said.
Emory heard the front door bell ding, indicating that Justine and her brood had left. She checked her watch. It was about time to be heading out to Holland's. A trip that was becoming less and less necessary.
She tried to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach when she thought about Lucy being fully healed.
“What kind of news?”
“Did you get a lawyer yet?” Mags said.
For a second Emory thought about Holland, then she shook her head.
Maggie groaned. “Em, you've got to get on top of this. It's no use just assuming that everything is going to go away, or that it'll all turn out alright. Getting sued is serious, and you need to handle it seriously.”
“I am!”
“No, you're burying your head in the sand,” Mags said. “And I get why. But still, it's time to face this thing head on. Which is why I'm here bearing news.”
Emory locked up the drug cupboard. Mags had been incensed when she'd heard the news about Emory being sued. Angry enough that Emory had worried about what she might do. At least it seemed that she was doing her research first, which was better than punching someone. “Fine, fine. I'll start calling lawyers tomorrow.”
She cursed Mags for knowing her so well. She'd been quite happy burying her head in the sand, as Mags put it. Calling lawyers was just going to make the whole thing that much more real.
“Okay, so I put some feelers out and here's what I've got,” Mags said, perching on the edge of Emory's desk. “You went out to treat a horse called Peabody's Child at Downes's place, right?”
“Yep. He was limping, I made an initial diagnosis of tendonitis and recommended anti-inflammatories and rest. I was going to check on him again but Downes canceled the appointment.”
“Well, Peabody's Child is now fully lame and has been struck off the list of racers for the Downes stable,” Mags said. “A no-hoper, according to everything I've heard. Downes might keep him on board as a breeder, but he's waiting for genetic testing to come back to make sure that there's nothing he can pass on to foals.”
Emory stilled. “That makes no sense,” she said, almost to herself. “I mean, it definitely happens, and my diagnosis could well have been wrong. But Downes is a professional, he knows that diagnoses for lameness often take time and go through more than one set of treatment before we find anything. And it makes no sense that Pea went totally lame so quickly.”
“I've got more,” Mags said. “Rumor has it that the day after you went out there, Shane Richards was up at the farm double-checking on your work.”
Which would explain the nasty phone call about her being incompetent. Emory shook her head. “This doesn't add up.”
“Well, get yourself a lawyer and let the lawyers do the talking,” Mags said. “That's what they're there for. If you didn't do anything wrong then I guess you'll be just fine.”
Emory nodded weakly and wished she could believe what Mags was telling her. Then her watch beeped to remind her that surgery hours were over. She didn't have time to stand around gossiping, she needed to get to Holland's.
THE FIRE WAS lit in the kitchen again, just as it had been on the first night that Emory had visited. It was a nice touch, since she had a feeling that this was probably going to be her last visit.
When she'd questioned Holland about Lucy's paw it had only been with great reluctance that Holland finally admitted that Lucy was putting weight on it. Emory had smiled, glad that the animal was better, but her heart had broken a little at the thought of not having an excuse to see Holland again.
Her wait and see approach wasn't exactly bearing fruit. Holland had withdrawn after that Sunday on the quad bike, but slowly over the past few days she'd seemed to come out of her shell just a little more. It was her reluctance to admit that Lucy was better that gave Emory courage in the end.
Was it possible that Holland was just as sad not to have their nightly assignations as Emory was?
Emory cleared her throat. “It's all looking good then,” she said. She twisted her fingers together and dared herself to speak further. “I, uh, I don't suppose,” she began.
“Would you like some...” started Holland at exactly the same time.
Emory let out a breath and smiled. “Coffee?” she hazarded.
Holland nodded. “Coming right up.” She turned to the coffee pot. “Did you find out any more about that court case that's pending?” she asked.
She didn't turn around and Emory wondered if she was trying to fix the mistake she'd made earlier when she'd denied her unasked-for advice. But there was a longing in her voice and Emory remembered Holland telling her that she'd loved her job. Maybe that's what this was. Maybe Holland missed being a lawyer.
If that was the case though, why not go back to doing it?
“A little,” she said. She began to outline what she'd found out so far. “I'm not sure,” she finished up with. “But something just doesn't make sense here. The horse shouldn't have gone fully lame so quickly, not with the anti-inflammatories and if he was being rested. Any other cause of his lameness should have been arrested or at the very least slowed down.”
“I'm not sure I know enough about veterinary medicine to comment,” Holland said, putting coffee down on the table and pulling out a chair. “But I do know the law. And the kind of people that like to start law suits. Your best option right now is to get a lawyer and find out what kind of evidence they have against you.”
“I know,” Emory said.
Holland reached out and patted her hand and Emory's stomach clenched at the touch. Her mouth dried up.
“It might be just fine, it might be a nuisance suit,” Holland said. “Or it might be bullshit, in which case it'll get thrown out of court. You won't know until you get more information.”
Emory gulped and nodded and Holland withdrew her hand. There was a moment of stillness broken only by the crackling of the fire.
“You don't want to hear about my problems,” Emory said to break the silence. “What about you? How are you enjoying the quiet of Lowry Falls?”
Holland smiled and the firelight brushed her cheeks. “I've joined a book club,” she laughed.
“Ah,” Emory said. “A fine start to becoming part of the community. Have you been set up on a date by Laura yet? Because that's how you know you're really a part of town.”
She could bite her tongue off for mentioning dates. She hadn't meant to say that at all, the joke had just escaped from her mouth.
But Holland was smiling a little. “There have been a few eligible men sent my way.”
“No one that interested you?” Emory asked more out of politeness than anything else.
Holland looked away. “No man that interested me.”
It was the slight emphasis on the word 'man' that caught Emory's attention. Right then, just like in the barn last Sunday, she felt that they were connecting, felt that something was happening, felt that Holland was just as interested as she was, though something was holding her back.
Which was maybe why she balled up enough courage to say lightly: “I was planning on a hike on Saturday afternoon. No big deal. Just around the edges of town. Why don't you come?”
The words hung over the table and Holland's eyes sparkled with interest and suddenly Emory couldn't stand it if she was turned down. Holland opened her mouth and Emory just knew she was going to refuse, but she equally knew that Holland wanted to go, that Holland really was interested.
“It would be a good chance to familiarize yourself with town,” Emory said quickly. “And a good chance for Lucy to really exercise that leg, to make sure she's really in good shape.”
Holland glanced briefly at Lucy who was curled up in her basket.
Emory held her breath.
Finally, Holland turned back, the orange glow of the fire making her skin seem like flames. “Well,” she said. “If it's for Lucy's good then I really can't say no, can I?”



Chapter Sixteen
Lucy leaped into the air and Holland took a step back.
“Calm down,” she said in a firm voice.
Lucy took one look at her and then sat obediently. Holland grinned.
She'd never planned on having a dog, but it looked like Lucy had planned on having a human. And to be honest, having a pet was growing on Holland.
The thought of someone else being there, the thought of the house not being empty all the time, was definitely pleasant. Add in the fact that Lucy had developed a habit of crawling into her bed in the early hours of the morning and snuggling up warmly and Holland's icy heart was certainly starting to melt.
“Let me just put this on,” she said, bending and clipping Lucy's leash on.
Lucy barked once as if in assent making Holland laugh again. Then she pulled at the leash, dragging Holland to the front door just in time to see Emory's truck pulling up outside.
Not for the first time, Holland wondered just what she was doing. No, strike that. She knew what she was doing. She was playing with fire.
But, she'd argued to herself reasonably, there was no reason that she and the vet shouldn't be friends. Friends were important, she'd decided. Or at least more of a priority than they'd been before. It still shook her to remember how empty her hospital room had been.
If she hadn't gotten sick in the courtroom, if she'd been home alone, who knows how long it would have taken someone to find her? The idea made her feel faintly nauseous.
Lucy barked as Emory climbed down from her truck. Holland noted the thick down jacket and the sturdy looking boots, as well as pants that looked like waterproof ski pants. She looked down at her own jeans, shirt and sweater and then pulled a jacket off a hook by the door. She'd be fine.
She let Lucy's leash go so that the dog could run out to greet Emory.
She shouldn't be doing this. She knew that. Emory made her heart hurt in ways that were scary now. She made her blood pump and her mouth dry and if Holland closed her eyes she could imagine kissing her and that, that was the scariest thing of all.
She had to draw lines, she had to know her limitations, she definitely remembered the doctor saying something to that effect. Emory had to be one of those limits. A young, fit, attractive woman shouldn't be with an old invalid.
“Morning!” Emory waved as she bent to pet Lucy. “I thought we'd leave from here, that way we don't need to put Lucy in the truck.”
Holland took a deep breath, stepped out of the house and nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
The wind cut through her, it was colder than she'd thought. For a second she considered going back for another sweater. But she'd warm up once they started walking, she figured. It'd be fine.
THE AIR WAS so cold that Holland could hear it snapping. Her toes were numb and her face had lost all feeling.
“You grew up around here then?” she asked, hoping conversation would take her mind off things.
“Sure did,” Emory replied. “Lived in Lowry Falls all my life. I left for a few years to go to college, but I came right back.”
“So you've got family here?”
There was a millisecond of silence, then Emory said: “No, not really. Not anymore. My mom died when I was a kid, drunk driver. My dad passed a few weeks ago now. Leukemia. He was a vet too.”
“I'm sorry for your loss,” said Holland automatically. She could tell from the tone of Emory's voice that the pain was still raw and real.
“He was a good man,” Emory said. The tip of her nose was bright pink from the cold, but she didn't seem to be otherwise suffering. “What about you? Family?”
Holland hadn't even thought about the word for so long that it took her a moment to answer. “Parents dead,” she said. It had been a long time ago, right after she finished law school, her mom three months after her dad, almost to the day. “I've got a sister in Santa Barbara, but we're not close.”
“Best friends?” Emory said. “Weird exes? Stalkers? Any or all of the above?”
Holland laughed though she wasn't sure she should. “Not really. I was always sort of married to my job. You know how it goes. I guess I wasn't always very  lovable, if I'm being honest. A hard-nosed defense attorney and all that. I think I built up a reputation for being difficult to be around.”
“And are you?” asked Emory.
Lucy crashed through the undergrowth, saw them both, barked once, then went off again.
“Maybe,” answered  Holland. “But if I am, it's because I had to be. I think women in powerful positions tend to get that reputation, and we use it like an armor because we need it. Being ourselves is seen as showing signs of weakness, signs that we'll be judged for.”
Emory was quiet for a long time. Holland's breath caught harder as they started to climb a hill.
“It must be hard, being tough all the time,” said Emory eventually.
“You have to be tough too, I'm sure,” Holland said. “How could you not? You're a professional, and around here I'm guessing that you're working jobs that traditionally were done by men. And it's not enough to be good enough, you have to be better, better and stronger and more logical and less emotional. All to prove that you can do a job that you're eminently qualified for.”
Emory shrugged. “I guess. No, you're right. I just... I try not to get too cold, you know? I don't want to be heartless. I need to care about my patients, because if I don't I might not be working in their best interests anymore.”
Holland smiled. “Yes, I'm thinking it might be a little difficult to be cold-hearted and tough when you've got puppies and kittens and lambs bounding around all the time.”
“Don't forget the calves,” Emory said. “They're the sweetest.”
Holland laughed as they crested the hill then opened her mouth in surprise. “You can see the whole village from up here.”
“Why do you think I brought you?” Emory said. “That's your place over there,” she pointed. “And I'm right there,” she moved her finger a little way south.
Holland shivered inside her far from appropriate coat. Now that they'd stopped she was colder than ever. The cold seemed to eat through her skin, chilling her very bones and her teeth wanted to chatter. She stiffened her jaw and tried not to shiver.
“Right there you can see the center of the village,” Emory was saying. “The store, the library right there, there's the vet office. And if you look hard just to the left of the forest is where the school used to be. It's some kind of storage building now, the kids get shipped off to the next town over.”
“Uh-huh,” Holland managed. She was afraid that if she spoke she wouldn't be able to stop her teeth from chattering.
Emory looked over. “Jesus, Holland, your lips are blue.”
“It's fine, it's fine,” Holland mumbled.
Emory stepped in. “It's not fine. You're freezing.”
The next thing Holland knew, Emory was unzipping her coat and then reaching for Holland's zipper.
“Not sure that's going to help,” said Holland, completely losing control of her chattering teeth now.
“Trust me,” Emory said, tugging at the zipper.
Then she moved in, pressing her body against Holland's in a way that was delightfully warm and sinfully attractive. Even more attractive because it was innocent, because she was trying to help. Her arms wrapped around Holland's waist and Holland moaned.
“What?” Emory asked. “Are you okay?”
“Mm-hmm,” Holland managed. But she wasn't. Not even nearly.
This was too much. How was she supposed to control herself when this was happening? When Emory's hair was so close she could smell her shampoo? When Emory's fingers were tickling at her back? When Emory's blue eyes were looking up at her? When those soft pink lips were getting closer?
She didn't know who started it. In the end it didn't matter.
All she knew was that one moment she was freezing cold and the next she was boiling from the inside as Emory's lips touched hers and she closed her eyes and then there was the sweet taste of toothpaste and cold air and something that could only be Emory.
Blood started to rush around Holland's body, warming places that hadn't even been cold. She leaned in, drinking in more of Emory, letting her tongue explore, feeling Emory's hands tighten on her spine, feeling fingers begin to dance down to hold her hips.
Feeling her heart beating hard.
Thudding hard.
Tripping and pounding and thrumming hard.
Sweat broke out on her skin and nausea rose in her throat.
She pulled away, pushing at Emory at the same time, not thinking about what she was doing, about what she was saying.
“I can't, I can't,” she said. “I can't.”
Then she turned and began to flee back the way they'd come, hoping only that her heart would hold out until she got far enough away that Emory couldn't see her.



Chapter Seventeen
Emory whistled to Lucy who trotted obediently after her to the front door. She hadn't particularly thought this through.
The kiss had been... world-rocking. Amazing. Incredible. Everything she's ever imagined it could be and then some. If she'd had any lingering doubts about Holland not being the one she'd been waiting for, about her not being interested, for that brief moment they had all been silenced.
Then Holland had run.
It was clear that something was very wrong and Emory was struggling to understand just what it was. She looked up at the big double front doors.
She wasn't the most experienced of people, particularly when it came to relationships. But she did know that the best way to get to the root of a problem was to communicate and investigate. Her father would be proud of that little rhyme, it embodied everything he'd believed about being a good veterinarian.
Emory wondered if it applied to being a good... what? Lover? Girlfriend? Woman of interest? She had no idea where any of this was going and just at the moment she wasn't sure she cared. She did care about Holland's obvious distress though.
She climbed the stairs to the doors and considered knocking or ringing the bell, but the doors were cracked open and Lucy was already pushing her way through them.
Emory let herself into the quiet house, letting Lucy lead the way to the kitchen. The dog was obviously tired. She lapped a little water from her bowl and curled up in her blankets in the warm and Emory could see no sign that Holland had been in the kitchen.
Maybe she'd run away altogether? Maybe she was somewhere completely different by now. Emory felt suddenly wrong about being in the house.
She tip-toed back down the hallway, intending to let herself back out again and then ring the bell. But as she was quietly skirting the long hallway table she heard the sound of movement.
Curious, she pushed open the door to her right that led into the living room.
Unlike most of the rest of the house, the living room was furnished and cozily so. A bright fire was burning in the grate, an expansive deep-pile rug lay on the floor, and large, soft looking couches circled the coffee table.
Holland was sitting on one of these, face stony, legs curled up to her body.
“Yes?” she said, voice cold.
Emory arched an eyebrow. No way was Holland getting off that easily. “You forgot your dog,” she said. “Thought I'd bring Lucy back home.”
Holland's face crumpled and before she knew it, Emory was perching on the couch beside her, falling back into the cushions.
“What on earth's wrong?” she said. “What is it, Holland?”
“Nothing, nothing,” Holland said shakily. She blinked away obvious tears and sniffed, steadying her breathing.
“Is the problem that you don't like me?” asked Emory.
She might as well ask, she thought. Because that one question could decide everything in the end. She might as well start at the root of things.
To her surprise, Holland started to laugh. But the laugh was bitter and it didn't reach her eyes and Emory was more confused than ever.
“Quite the opposite,” Holland said, her voice almost venomous, almost angry, though at who or what Emory couldn't say.
“You do like me?”
“You make my skin tingle, you make the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, you make my heart race.” Holland turned blue-green eyes on her and they were filled with sadness.
Emory frowned. “You know, in books, making your heart race is generally considered to be a good thing. Yet you say it like it's a mortal injury.”
That laugh came again and Holland shook her head.
Emory shuffled a little closer. “Tell me what's going on,” she said, quietly. “Let me understand. Please, Holland. I like you, I think that's more than clear. And if nothing else, I deserve an explanation. Please.”
Holland shook her head again, but after a moment she spoke. “In my case, making my heart race isn't a good thing. At least I don't think it is.”
“You don't think?” Emory asked.
“I had a heart attack.”
The words were stark and plain and the wheels in Emory's head started to turn and something was beginning to dawn on her.
“A heart attack,” she said. “And now you're here in Lowry Falls, in the quiet.”
“It was the only way,” said Holland. “I gave up the stress of the job that I loved, changed my diet, I've got enough meds to take every day that I rattle like a pill box.”
Emory tilted her head to one side and half-smiled. “All of which mean you're under the care of a doctor and you're doing what you're supposed to do. Which means your heart racing isn't necessarily a bad thing, Holland.”
“Is it not?” Holland asked, lip trembling. “Because you're a solid decade younger than I am at least and you make me feel like I could conquer the world and that's terrifying. Terrifying because I'm old enough to know that I can't. And terrifying because why in hell would someone like you be interested in someone as old and broken as I am?”
Emory deliberately didn't react the way she wanted to. She didn't get angry. She swallowed down her first response. When she spoke it was reasonably and quietly.
“Holland, I want you. I don't have any other way to put it, any pretty words for you other than the truth. Maybe you don't want to hear it. I don't know. But I do know that you can't make decisions for me. How about you let me decide what I want?”
The fire popped and crackled as a log slid and crumbled to ash.
“Because I'm afraid,” Holland said, finally. “Me. The fearless one. The iron lady. I'm scared and I don't know what to do and I don't want to let you decide what you want.” She looked again at Emory. “Because what if you decide you don't want me?”
There were no words. Emory suddenly understood that there was nothing she could say that would change things, nothing she could say that would allay Holland's fears.
She stood up, held out her hand. “Take it,” she said, gruffly.
After a second of hesitation, Holland did.
Emory pulled her up from the couch, tugged at her until she followed, walked over to the fire and gently pushed on Holland's shoulders until her knees buckled and she was kneeling.
She knelt in front of her.
Gently, tenderly, she took Holland's face in her hands. Then she kissed her. Softly and sweetly and thoroughly.
“Does this scare you?” she asked.
Mute, Holland shook her head.
“Lie with me,” Emory instructed.
Still silent, eyes alert and never leaving Emory's face, Holland did as she was told.
Fingers deft and calming, Emory flicked open the buttons of Holland's shirt. Her heart was in her mouth thinking that Holland would stop her at any moment, but she didn't.
When her work was done, Holland's pale skin was glowing in the orange light of the fire and her breasts were rising and falling, still encased in a black bra and Emory's heart was pounding and she was so wet she was soaking through her underwear and still Holland didn't stop her.
“Does this scare you?” she asked, reaching out a hand and skirting it over the softness of Holland's skin.
Holland shook her head.
“What about this?” asked Emory, reaching for the button of Holland's jeans.
In answer, Holland bucked up her hips, letting Emory slide the pants down and then removed them entirely.
Black panties matched the bra and Emory had to hold her breath to stop herself groaning with desire.
Firelight played on Holland's skin and Emory wanted to reach out and touch her but now she was the one that was afraid. She could smell Holland's arousal, she knew that she wanted this. Holland's eyes still hadn't left her face, though she hadn't spoken a word.
Emory was entranced with the sight before her.
Finally, she gathered all her courage and hastily shucked off her own sweater, unbuttoning the top button of her shirt and pulling it off over her head, slithering out of her jeans as a smile twitched at the corner of Holland's mouth.
Okay, maybe it wasn't the sexiest of strip-teases. But Emory didn't want to wait longer.
As soon as she was down to panties and a bra she lay down beside Holland, turning to her, laying a soft hand on her stomach.
“Don't be afraid,” she said. “We'll go slow and gentle. I'm right here.”
Holland's eyes grew darker, her breasts rose and fell more rapidly and Emory bit down on her tongue to control herself, to stop herself jumping on top of the woman.
Slowly, carefully, her hand began to move down to the waistband of Holland's underwear. Just as she touched fabric, Holland's hand clamped down over hers.
For a second they stayed there, hands locked together.
“Don't be afraid,” Emory said, understanding the importance of this, knowing that action was the only thing that would soothe Holland's worries, the only thing she could do right now.
Holland's lips parted and her eyes half-closed and Emory was about to come right then and there, she could feel the pulsating between her legs, could feel blood pounding through her.
Holland gasped and removed her hand and Emory's fingers continued their journey.



Chapter Eighteen
Holland watched Emory's face. She looked enchanted, so beautiful with the firelight gleaming in her eyes, with her lips parted just so in concentration.
Carefully, slowly, Emory's fingers slid inside her underwear and Holland felt her heart start to pound again. She took deep breaths, counting in for two and out for four. This was fine, this was good. Emory was right, she had medication, she was under the care of a doctor, there was nothing forbidding this.
She just had to trust Emory to take care of her.
She felt Emory's fingertips find wiry hair and then hesitate and wetness was pouring out of her, her breath was coming faster and she closed her eyes because no matter what, she wasn't going to stop this now.
“Please,” she whispered.
“Slowly,” Emory whispered back.
“No, faster, please,” Holland couldn't believe the words were coming out of her mouth.
She who hadn't even been able to touch herself for months. She who was so afraid.
But this, this was worth it. A switch had flipped in her mind and right now, right here, with the fire warming her skin and Emory's fingers tantalizingly close, she didn't care if she died. It would all be worth it even if her heart exploded.
She twisted her hips and Emory drew her fingers back.
“Please.” She could hear the whimper in her own voice.
“Say pretty please,” Emory said, a giggle in her words.
Holland growled in response and then everything was gone except for the sensation of those fingers sliding into her wetness, finding the hard hub of her and slowly, agonizingly beginning to move.
She held her breath, pressing herself up against Emory's hand, feeling her pulse there, feeling the muscles inside herself beginning to contract.
“Slowly,” Emory whispered again.
But all caution was gone. She grabbed at Emory's head, pulling her in closer, holding her tight as Emory's fingers began to work her, holding on to her like a life-belt as the waves came closer and closer and closer. Holding on to her as her body started to shake and shiver and her heart thrummed in her chest and then she cried out.
Stars exploded beneath her eyelids and muscles contracted and wetness poured from her and she couldn't catch her breath but she didn't care. She was floating somewhere way up high and anchored to the ground by only Emory's body next to hers.
Then, still slowly, she began to drift back to earth.
The fire spat.
Her skin was warm.
Emory was withdrawing her fingers.
Holland's eyes opened.
Emory was staring down at her, cheeks pink with warmth and eyes dark with lust and Holland's heart began to beat again stronger than ever and she growled again.
“Little brat,” she said.
Emory raised an eyebrow.
“Think you can tease me like that and get away with it?”
She could see Emory's eyes get even darker.
She reached out, tangling her fingers in Emory's long, dark hair, pulling at it just hard enough to cause the smallest pain.
“Think you can make me beg?” she said, voice hoarse with wanting.
Emory's eyes danced and Holland twisted her body around until Emory was lying on her back and Holland had one leg over her, hand still tangled in long hair.
“The only begging you're going to hear is from yourself,” said Holland. “From those pretty pink lips.”
Emory moaned and Holland felt a new flood of wetness sticking her panties to herself. She pulled at Emory's hair, pulling her head back, exposing her throat. She leaned in, kissing gently at the skin and then nibbling with sharp teeth until Emory moaned again.
“Say it, Emory, you know you want to,” said Holland.
This felt inexplicably right. This power play, this dominance. It was something she'd always wanted to try and never had, always backing off before. It was only now that she realized that she'd needed someone to trust before she could let this side of her go.
“Please,” Emory whispered.
Something broke inside Holland.
Her hands pulled at Emory's bra, tugging it off, exposing pink-tipped breasts that she hastily sucked on as Emory groaned and begged yet again.
“Please,” Emory said again.
Holland let her hands yank Emory's underwear down, felt the pull as her sticky wetness peeled from the fabric.
She hesitated, taking in the sight of Emory stretched out below her, feeling her own heart beat loud and strong, smelling Emory's desire.
“Please, ma'am,” Emory stuttered.
The words were just right. Just right to push Holland over the edge.
Not at all slowly and not at all carefully she slithered down Emory's body, pushing her legs apart, burying her face in the wetness of Emory, drinking her, lapping at her, then finding a rhythm that made Emory groan and press herself against Holland's tongue.
Emory's hands came down, soft fingers on Holland's scalp, directing her touch, moving her so that Emory moaned and Holland could feel her muscles tensing.
Holland drew back, Emory's wetness dripping from her chin. “What do you say?”
There wasn't even a hint of a smile, no trace that Emory was taking this anything less than seriously.
“Please,” Emory said. “Please, ma'am.”
Holland traced the tips of her fingers around Emory's opening and then lowered her head. As her tongue started the lap, she inched two fingers inside Emory.
It was seconds until she felt her fingers clamped tightly, until Emory was bucking up to meet her tongue, until there were cries of such intense pleasure that Holland could feel her own core pulsing in response.
She waited as Emory shivered and shook, waited until she stilled, waited until she quietened. Then she slowly withdrew herself and slid back up to kiss Emory's pink lips, the taste of her still there.
“I thought we were being slow and gentle?” Emory teased, pulling out of the kiss.
“Is that what you wanted?” asked Holland.
Emory shook her head violently. “Not at all.”
“Maybe next time.”
“There's going to be a next time?”
It was almost teasing, but there was an edge of seriousness to Emory's voice that stopped Holland in her tracks. Was there going to be a next time?
Sensibly, realistically, she could still pull away now. She could still stop this.
But she didn't want to.
There wasn't a single atom of her that wanted to send Emory away. Come what may, she was committed to this now. Come what may, she'd made her decisions.
“There will be a next time,” she said, seriously.
Emory's eyes darkened again. “What about right now?” she asked, the words husky and throaty in a way that made Holland's blood pound.
“I could be persuaded.”
“Good,” Emory said, leaning in closer so that her words whispered in Holland's ears, so that her skin prickled with goosebumps and her breath caught in her throat. “Because I need to fuck you properly.”
And Holland bit her lip to hold back her moans.
THE FIRE HAD burned low and Holland held Emory warm in her arms.
“I'll help you,” she said.
She'd been thinking about it for the last several minutes. She needed to trust Emory, she needed to believe that she would do the right thing. After all, she hadn't had a heart attack and died right there on the living room carpet, had she?
Emory was good for her.
Which meant she needed to be good for Emory.
“Help me what?” Emory said, drowsily.
“Bring me the papers that you were served. I'll help you, I'll represent you.”
Emory propped herself up on her elbow. “Holland...”
“No, you never asked. I'm offering.”
“But...”
“But nothing. It's one case. I want to do it. Hell, there's only so much book club I can do. I want to do this Emory, please let me help. I'm not joining a law firm again, I'm not working twenty hours a day. It's one, small case. I need this as much as you do. Believe me.”
It was true, she realized now. She did need this. Emory had shown her that she wasn't to be written off yet, that she wasn't as old and broken as she'd thought. She just needed this last case to prove that she still had it.
Emory leaned in, brushing a kiss against her lips and Holland's stomach clenched with desire. “Are you sure?”
“One case can't hurt,” Holland said, breath coming faster again.
“I've got two appointments with other lawyers next week,” Emory said, doubtfully.
“Cancel them,” said Holland, confidence starting to brim over. “I'm the best you're going to get.”
Emory snorted a laugh and then buried her head in Holland's breasts. “I can believe that,” she said, voice muffled.
Holland felt a twinge of sensation as Emory took her nipple in to her mouth.
And just like that, all was right with the world.



Chapter Nineteen
The memory of Holland's body curled up inside her, warm and purring and Emory spent most of the day grinning like an idiot.
She just couldn't help herself.
For once, something seemed to be going right in her life. It was like her luck had turned a corner. Okay, she was still being sued, but she was pretty sure that Holland was going to take care of that. More importantly though, she was pretty sure that she was falling hard for the woman.
A woman that, in her most honest moments, she could admit wasn't at all like she'd ever imagined a partner to be. But it didn't matter. Not in the slightest. What mattered was the way she tingled every time Holland touched her. The way her heart got lighter at just the thought of her. The way she was hurrying through her afternoon surgery hours to get back to her.
“You're grinning like an idiot,” Maggie pointed out, sticking her head around the door.
Emory straightened her face, which took some effort. “Am I?” she said, casually.
Maggie's eyes narrowed suspiciously but Emory held her face still. She would of course tell Mags at some point. But not right now. Right now it was still fresh and new and she wanted to hug the secret to herself a little longer.
“Hmmph,” Maggie said finally.
She withdrew her head and Emory had to shout after her. “Hey!”
“What?” Mags asked, popping her head back around the doorframe.
“I don't know,” said Emory patiently. “You were the one that came in here in the first place.”
“Oh. Yeah. Right.” Maggie's nose wrinkled in thought. “Oh, that is right. You just got a phone call. Eadson has a couple of cows down that he wants you to go take a look at.”
Emory's heart skipped a beat and then started beating double time to make up for it. “Eadson?” she asked, just to be sure.
Mags nodded.
She remembered the Eadson farm. It was a small one, the farmer and his wife had to be in their seventies now. She couldn't believe they were still scraping a living up there. But they'd been kind to her as a child when she'd visited with her father. There's always been a piece of cake or a cookie or a candy.
“I'll go as soon as I'm finished here,” Emory said.
“There's another couple of patients out here,” said Mags.
Emory nodded. The small animal work was going well. The gossip about the law suit had improved matters, if anything. People wanted to see who she was, what the fuss was about. The same didn't hold true for the farmers though.
They needed someone to rely on and Emory hadn't had a call out for nearly two weeks. Until now. Until Jock Eadson decided to take a risk on her.
Maybe her luck was turning a corner. She felt the idiotic grin slide onto her face again. Maybe things were changing, coming up roses, maybe it was all going to be alright after all.
SHE DREW HER truck up behind the cozy looking farmhouse. Warm yellow lights glowed in the windows and Emory looked at them longingly. Oh, to go inside and be pampered with cake and tea while her father stripped off to his shirt sleeves in a drafty barn.
“This is exactly what you wanted,” she reminded herself sternly. “Now don't be such a weakling, get out there.”
The wind was howling around the exposed yard. Tiny, hard flecks of snow pelleted down, but it was too cold for them to amount to anything. It was almost dark as she tramped across the yard and peered into the cow barn.
“Mr. Eadson?”
Her voice echoed out into the barn, high and reedy sounding over the deep lowing of the cattle.
“Mr. Eadson?”
She stepped further inside and saw the glow of a light in a far corner. Taking it as a sign, she walked slowly past the stalls, smelling the sweet scent of cows and patting a head here and there.
“Mr. Eadson,” she said, finally as she reached the light.
The older man stood up, his overalls covered in dirt and oil and his face wrinkled and confused looking. “Who are you?”
“Emory Carter,” said Emory gently. “The vet.”
He sniffed. “I remember you from when you were just a wee little thing. But don't know what you're doing up here. I already called the clinic and told them that you shouldn't waste your time.”
Emory shivered in the cold. Crap. “The call must have just missed me,” she said. She should check her cell more often. It was on vibrate so that the tinny ring tone didn't startle animals, but she should check it when she got into the van.
“Well, I'm here now,” she said. “Why don't you tell me what's up anyway?”
“Nothing,” he sniffed again. “We're all fine.”
“You had a couple of cows get sick?” she pushed. She could sense his reluctance and it hurt her.
“No, they're all fine now,” he insisted stubbornly.
But two could play at that game. Emory could be just as stubborn. “Why don't I take a look anyway? Just to save me another trip and you another call out fee. Are these the ones you're worried about?” The two cows in neighboring stalls were lit up with a weak bulb.
“They're fine,” Jock Eadson said.
“But—”
“But nothing, girl. You shouldn't be out here. I canceled your visit, now get off my property.”
She took a step back, the threat in his voice startling her.
She could be stubborn, but she also wasn't foolish enough to stick around where she wasn't wanted. She shrugged as though it didn't matter to her, bade Jock Eadson goodbye, and walked out of the barn as quickly as she decently could.
She was waiting to get into the truck before she'd show any emotion, but just as she opened the door, the backdoor of the farmhouse opened. Immediately, she smelled the familiar scent of baking and food.
“There you are, child.” Rose Eadson bustled out of the kitchen. “I told him he wouldn't catch you when he called to cancel, but he won't listen to me. Stubborn old fool.”
“It's fine,” Emory said, though it wasn't.
“Don't take it personal,” said Rose, coming closer, a small package in her hands. “It's not personal, child. It's not. But he heard about what went on at the Downes place and, well, it's not that he doesn't trust you after all your father did for us. It's more that he can't afford to trust you, if you see what I mean?”
Unfortunately, Emory did. She nodded sadly. “I understand.” Eadson couldn't afford to lose an animal.
“Let it all blow over, is my advice,” Rose said. “It will soon enough and by summer you'll be back up here showing us all what you can do.”
Which assumed Emory would still be in business come summer.
“These are for you,” said Rose, pressing the small package into Emory's hands.
In the truck, Emory unwrapped the package to find a pile of sugar cookies and then she had to try not to cry the whole way back into town.
HOLLAND'S HOUSE LOOMED large in the darkness as Emory pulled up in front of it. It was past eight o'clock and she was tired, hungry, and emotionally drained. She picked up the bundle of papers that she'd been served and switched off the truck's ignition.
Climbing tiredly out, she saw the front doors open and then her heart leaped in her chest as she saw Holland outlined by the hallway light.
This was what she needed. Someone to come home to. Holland would heal her heart and soothe her worries and Emory found herself smiling again.
She trotted up the stairs and bent in to brush a kiss against Holland's cheek. The smell of perfume and skin and shampoo took her breath away for a second.
“You're late,” Holland said. “I was expecting you much earlier.”
There was a hardness in her voice that Emory hadn't expected. “I should have called.”
“I was starting to get worried,” said Holland. She stood back and let Emory into the warmth of the house.
“I got called out, I...” Emory's voice trailed off. Tears were threatening again. Getting thrown off the Eadson farm by a man who had known her since she was a child had stung terribly.
“You still should have called,” Holland said. “I mean, I know what time your surgery hours end and...” She trailed off too as she turned and saw Emory's face. “What happened?”
Emory shook her head and then Holland was pulling her into her arms and she could feel the softness of her and the tears started to come again.
It had been a shitty afternoon and now she was late and Holland was mad and she was tired.
“It's all going to be fine,” Holland murmured into her hair. “It's all going to be fine.”
Just those words were enough to start to calm Emory's nerves.



Chapter Twenty
The alarm beeped and Holland groaned. It was still gray in the bedroom, the sun hadn't even risen. Sighing, she snuggled up against Emory's smooth, warm back.
“Do you have to go?” she murmured.
The question surprised even her. She couldn't remember ever asking it before. She could definitely remember wishing that some people would go, and she had a couple of hazy memories of actually asking women to leave. But asking them not to? That was a whole new thing.
“I need to drop by home and pick up some clean clothes before I go to work,” Emory said sleepily.
Holland groaned again and pulled Emory even closer. She could feel her heart beating more strongly, could feel herself heating up. She began to litter kisses on Emory's exposed neck and then down her spine.
“No time,” Emory laughed. “You'll have to wait until tonight.”
Holland let one hand skim down Emory's side, rising over the bump of her hip bone, drifting down her sleek thigh, then she rolled over. “You're free to go,” she said, half-joking and half-irritated.
“What are your plans for the day?” Emory asked. She pulled herself out of bed and began finding her clothes.
“I'm going to start looking into your case,” Holland said.
Just the thought of it was enough to erase any irritation she had at Emory for leaving so early. She'd almost forgotten that she had something to fill her day with. Her heart was still beating hard, but now it was a different kind of excitement.
Emory sat on the side of the bed, looking at Holland in the dimness. “You really don't have to.”
“I know,” Holland answered. As if she'd let Emory take this away from her now. “But it's fine. There's a huge difference between working one small case and working a hundred hour week at a law firm. I'll be perfectly alright.”
“Sure?”
Holland laughed. “Absolutely definite. Now, you get out of here, Doctor Dolittle. I've got work of my own to do, you know?”
Emory bent to kiss her and for a second Holland forgot all about the case. She closed her eyes and little stars sparkled behind her eyelids and as Emory tried to pull away she found herself arching up, not wanting the kiss to end.
“I can't leave if you're going to kiss me like that,” Emory said huskily.
“I'm supposed to wait until tonight, right?” Holland said, her eyes holding Emory's. Emory bit her bottom lip and Holland felt a flood of wetness between her legs.
“Patience is a virtue, or that's what they say.”
Holland took a breath. Honestly, this was ridiculous. This whole role reversal thing was starting to be a farce. She should be the one itching to get to the office, she should be the one throwing Emory out, it shouldn't be Emory leaving at all.
“Go on,” she said gruffly. “Heal the sick.”
Emory grinned and jumped up. “I'll be back before you know it.” She paused in the doorway. “As long as you want me to come back, that is. Do you? I mean I could sleep in my own bed tonight, that's fine, we don't need to push this, whatever this is, we—”
“Come back tonight,” Holland found herself saying. It would probably be wiser to spend a little time apart. But the thought of it was painful. “I'll see you later.”
GLASSES ON TOP of her head, Holland leaned back on her kitchen chair and thought about the file in front of her.
She'd read it from front to back and was very clear on the contents. However, she knew damn well that cases like this were most often made by what wasn't in the file. She wasn't about to trust papers that had been drawn up by a competing attorney.
Which left her at an impasse.
Normally, she'd simply place a call to her firm's investigative division and then sit back and wait for their report to come in. That obviously wasn't an option.
Lucy grumbled and pressed her wet nose against Holland's thigh. Suddenly, Holland grinned. She knew exactly who to go to. She didn't need an entire investigative division. Not when meddlesome Laura was around.
The little dog jumped around happily as Holland fetched her leash. And she was practically yelping with pleasure as Holland opened the front door.
“Slow down,” laughed Holland. “We'll make it there, don't worry.”
Lucy led off down the path and Holland tripped after her.
Laura's house was such a beautifully neat cottage that Holland was sure it was on a postcard or a calendar somewhere. It occurred to her only as she was walking up the neat path that she hadn't called ahead.
She frowned. She'd never been here before, she'd never just dropped in on someone before, what if Laura was angry? Or busy?
But it was too late now, Lucy had already scented her friends and was barking. She was soon joined by the two labs as Laura opened the door curiously.
“Oh, it's you,” she said.
Holland was about to make her apologies, but she didn't need to.
“Come on in,” said Laura, holding the door open. “There's coffee already on.”
Holland followed her into the narrow hallway, leaving the dogs to play outside. At the end of the hallway was a comfortable kitchen, warm from the lit range, with a scratched wooden table in the middle.
“You know,” Laura was saying as she busied herself pouring coffee. “It's my turn to choose the book for book club next week and I've been racking my brain trying to come up with something. Do you think Fifty Shades of Grey is too risque?”
Holland spluttered then gained control of herself. “Um, probably?” she hazarded.
“What about Lady Chatterley's Lover then?” Laura asked. “That's a bit classier, isn't it?”
“Um, yes, if you want people to think that you're a sex fiend.”
Laura's eyes were twinkling as she turned around with cups. “Who says I'm not? Just because I'm old doesn't mean that I don't miss the physical pleasures of life.” She put the cups down. “On that note, are you going to spill who you're interested in?”
Holland felt her walls go up. “This isn't a social call,” she said.
“It's not?” asked Laura, settling herself into a chair. “If you'd have said so, I wouldn't have offered coffee.”
Holland rolled her eyes. Laura really was impossible. Impossible and yet hard to dislike. “Listen, I need info, and you seem to be in the know. That's why I'm here.”
Laura's beady eyes sharpened. “Info? About what? Or should I say whom?”
Holland picked up her coffee, warming her hands on the mug, and began to talk.
When she was done, Laura leaned back a little, sipping at her coffee and obviously thinking. Holland could hear the dogs still playing.
Finally, Laura nodded. “I don't know any details, of course,” she said. “But if I were you, I'd go talk to Shane Richards.”
“Who's that?”
“He's a partner in a vet practice in the next town over. Big place, three or four of them running it. Bit too corporate and unfriendly for me, and pricey too.”
“Why should I talk to him?” Holland asked.
“Well, he's been offering to buy Emory out,” Laura said. “And because rumor has it that he was called out to the Downes farm the day after Emory was up there. Which sounds like a little too much of a coincidence to me.”
Holland nodded. “Alright, Shane Richards, I'll track him down.”
“And whilst we've got our investigator hats on, I'm going to go ahead and say that my little gray cells are telling me that Emory's the one that you're interested in.”
Holland clamped her mouth shut.
Laura just laughed. “Oh dear, that bad, is it? And haven't I been barking up the wrong tree, sending you all those lithe, muscled workmen?” She leaned in again. “No judgment here, she's a lovely girl. But you just watch yourself. She lost her father not that long ago and she's more vulnerable than you'd think.”
Holland desperately wanted to defend herself, to say that she was careful, to say that Emory had made the first step, not her. But she didn't. Laura was looking out for Emory, which was what people did in small towns, she guessed. Besides, she knew it was better to neither confirm nor deny. She just smiled mysteriously.
“Thank you for your help, Laura.”
By the time she and Lucy were walking home the weak winter sunlight was already starting to fade again.
She hurried her steps, knowing that Emory would be coming soon enough.
Was this her life now? She thought, as she walked up the lane toward the huge farmhouse. Coming home to a house with warm light in the windows? Looking forward to falling into the arms of a beautiful, ambitious woman? Having a dog and a book club and a little writing to keep her busy?
Didn't it all sound just a little too good to be true?
Didn't it all sound just a little too much like a story-book?
Lucy's tongue lolled out as she panted the last stretch home.
Maybe it did all sound a bit too unbelievable. But it also seemed to be true. And Holland couldn't exactly say that she minded.
As she unlocked the front doors she realized for the first time that she was actually starting to be happy in Lowry Falls.



Chapter Twenty One
Emory flexed her fingers, feeling the soft wetness as Holland gasped. Her eyes half-closed, seeing the outline of Holland's body astride her, watching as full breasts moved in time with their rhythm. Her breath caught in her throat as Holland's back arched and she felt muscle contractions around her fingers.
She held her position until Holland collapsed onto her, nuzzling into her chest. “What a way to wake up,” she grinned.
Holland grunted in reply, already halfway back to sleep, Emory suspected.
She had to admit that she'd been a little reluctant when Holland had suggested that she move a few of her things to the farmhouse.
“Not everything,” Holland had specified. “But a change of clothes or two. A toothbrush maybe?”
She'd thought that they were moving too fast, though she had nothing to compare this to, not really. A couple of weeks of falling in love and now she was spending nearly every night in Holland's bed.
Even she had to confess though that it was pretty nice not to have to go out into the winter freeze when it was still dark. And she definitely could agree that a few extra minutes with Holland's demanding body were more than worth it.
Holland had become demanding. Once the dam was broken, once she'd rediscovered her confidence, she had become a creative and exuberant partner. Enough so that sometimes it was Emory that had to call things quits, despite the age difference.
“Tell me you're not going out there,” Holland mumbled. “It sounds cold.”
“How does it sound cold?” Emory laughed.
“I don't know. It sounds quiet, numb, dampened. Like it's cold outside.”
There was certainly snow, Emory knew that much. “I've got to get out of here. I need to keep the practice open. If there's an emergency then that's where people will look for me.”
Not that there was like to be an over-abundance of patients, but still.
Holland grumbled again and Emory kissed the top of her head. In truth, she wouldn't mind spending the morning right here. Holland's hand started to slide up her leg and she felt a burst of warmth in her stomach.
“I'm getting in the shower,” she warned.
That did make Holland stir. Suddenly she was sitting up again, eyes aglow, and her hands were on Emory's shoulders.
“Are you?” she asked, voice throaty and hot. “Did you ask permission for that?”
A flash of desire ran all the way down Emory's spine and she knew she could stop this but her body was damned if it was about to let her brain make a decision like that. Silently, she shook her head.
“That's what I thought,” said Holland. “There'll be a ten minute penalty for disobedience.”
Her head bent and Emory felt a warm tongue-tip on her nipple and her breath became shaky. To hell with it. So she'd be late. So what?
The only problem now would be trying to last ten minutes...
“YOU'RE LATE,” HISSED Mags as Emory slid past her desk.
The waiting room was steamy with heat and wet coats, every chair taken. The place was abuzz with chatter and Emory couldn't help wondering if she'd walked into the right place.
“What's going on?” she whispered back.
“I'll explain later,” Mags said, wiggling her eyebrows to indicate that she'd definitely had something to do with this sudden onslaught of customers. “You'd better get started or you'll never be done by lunchtime.”
Emory pulled a face and hurried off to find her white coat.
As it turned out, she didn't finish by lunchtime, since more clients came in as soon as she'd seen each patient. In fact, it was close to two before Mags finally closed the front door and flipped the lock.
“Jesus,” Emory sighed, collapsing into Maggie's desk chair. “That was a marathon.”
“I got one of the kids to run out and grab us sandwiches while you were working,” said Mags, pulling out two wrapped bundles.
“Child slavery, huh?”
“Effective use of available resources,” countered Mags. “Anyway, it was Ben Larson and he was happy to help since you discounted the bill for his dog's shots.”
“He only had ten bucks on him,” Emory said. “And now, if you don't mind, would you tell me what the hell all that was about.”
Mags pulled up an extra chair and handed Emory a sandwich. “I took it upon myself to advertise your services.”
“You did?”
“I put a coupon in the local paper and online as well. Today only, ten percent discount for bills paid. You've got a couple of checks floating around from people taking advantage of that to clear their debts, and everyone else wanted to get their yearly shots and stuff seen to while the coupon was valid. That simple.”
Emory didn't know what to say. “Mags...”
“It's a one time deal, you needed the money. I do the accounting. And frankly, I would have asked you to consult on this, but you're never around. You keep running off after work which makes me think that maybe it's time we catch up on a few things?”
“I, uh,” Emory started to stutter, then she sighed. Mags was right. She'd been kind of obsessed for a while. “Thank you,” she said, finally.
“Thank you but make sure I run things by you next time?” said Mags.
“Yeah, maybe. I mean, as it turns out you were right, as you're right about most things. But still, I'd like to feel like I get a say in running the business.”
Mags laughed. “Your dad always used to tell me to just get on with it and leave him to do the doctoring.”
“That sounds like him.”
“So, what about the other stuff? Something you want to share with your bestie? Or something that you're still working on?”
Emory bit her lip unsure of where to start. “Um, yeah, there's something. I'm seeing someone.”
Maggie crowed in delight. “Spill it all. Tell me everything,” she said, taking a huge bite out of her sandwich.
Emory took a deep breath wondering why she was nervous about saying this. “It's Holland Goldmann,” she said.
“Seriously?” Maggie's eyes were wide. “Really? The lawyer up at the Adler place?”
Emory nodded. “She, uh, well, I was tending to Lucy all that time and things kind of started. And now she's helping me with the case too, so there's that, and, well, it just happened.”
“Thank God you've got a lawyer,” said Mags. She arched an eyebrow. “Bit of an age difference there, no?”
“Fourteen years,” Emory said. “Hasn't seemed to be a problem yet.”
Mags put her sandwich down. “Are you happy?”
Emory took a second to consider her answer. There were niggling little things, of course. But weren't there always? Holland could get cranky when Emory had to work. She refused to talk about the case, saying that she had to do her investigation herself without being biased. Something that drove Emory insane.
But then there was the jumpy excitement she felt driving up to the farmhouse. There was the way her skin buzzed every time Holland was close.  There was the peace she felt when she collapsed into Holland's arms at night.
“Yes,” she said, unwrapping her own sandwich. “Yes, I'm happy.”
Mags shrugged. “That's all that's important then. So, can we talk about doing some more advertising? I was thinking about maybe making Thursday a discount day for the elderly. What do you think? Ten percent off if you come with your AARP card?”
Emory stared at her. “Yes, fine, whatever you think. But really, you're just going to let me and Holland go like that? Not pressing for details, not trying to get gossip?”
Mags rolled her eyes. “You're my best friend, Em. I'm not going to gossip about you.”
Something clicked into place and Emory narrowed her eyes. “You already knew, didn't you?”
There was a hearty sigh. “Fine. Yes. There's a rumor floating around that you two are, um, you know.”
“Damn Laura, I'll kill her.”
“No you won't,” laughed Mags. “But I was thinking about her. Maybe she'd stop her matchmaking schemes if she had someone herself. What do you think? I was going to set her up with an online dating profile.”
Hmm. Not a bad plan. “Are you angling to be Laura's successor as town gossip and matchmaker?”
Mags laughed again. “Maybe. If the position comes with a husband and a nice little cottage I might be interested.”
A husband and a cottage. Well, a wife and a farmhouse. Emory bit into her sandwich. Things really were moving fast. But she could see herself there, could see herself in the farmhouse kitchen, Holland's arm around her waist, Lucy sleeping in her basket.
She could see what a perfect life it could be.
A job she loved, a woman she loved, a dog she loved.
“So, what about the case then?” Mags said, mouth half-full.
And the image was shattered. Because that perfection all depended on her not having her license taken away, on her saving the practice, on her not being found incompetent.
It all depended, she could see now, on Holland saving her.
Which she wasn't convinced was a healthy basis for a relationship.



Chapter Twenty Two
She heard the old van just before the headlights swept over the yard, gleaming through the living room window.
Emory was back. And she still hadn't decided. She still didn't know what she was going to say, how to react, whether to think that Emory had been lying or telling the truth.
Holland closed her eyes and took cleansing breaths, feeling her heart beating hard, needing to calm herself.
This wasn't unusual with clients, she reminded herself. They forgot things. Hell, half the time they lied because they thought it would protect them. Emory was no different from anyone else when faced with a lawyer. She needed to remember that.
“Holland?”
But Emory was different. Emory was hers. Or beginning to be hers.
“Holland?” The voice was closer now.
“In here.”
Emory appeared in the shadows and then the living room lights clicked on and Holland blinked at the sudden brilliance.
“What are you doing sitting in the dark?” Emory asked. Her face was pink from the cold and her eyes sparkled.
Another deep breath.
Shane Richards had been a perfect gentleman but Holland hadn't been fooled. She knew damn well that he would have been an arrogant asshole if she'd been twenty years younger. But he had answered her questions. More than that, he'd given her information.
“I expected you earlier,” Holland said.
Emory's eyebrows went up. “I'm sorry,” she said, but she didn't sound sorry at all.
She wanted to be angry, she wanted to yell at Emory for keeping things from her when she was trying to help. She wanted to cry because things had been going so perfectly and now this. She hated herself for agreeing to help in the first place.
Mixing business and pleasure.
A big mistake.
And she hated that she needed to be a grown up about this, that she needed to stay calm because in all honesty she was afraid. Afraid that Emory might not be who Holland thought she was.
“I think we need to talk.”
Emory's face slid into panic and just for a second Holland wondered if that was because she'd been caught. But the thought was fleeting and she shook it away.
“You're right,” said Emory. “We do need to talk.” She came fully into the room, perched at the opposite end of the couch. “Something's obviously wrong, Holland. Why don't you tell me what it is?”
Holland couldn't look at her, so she looked at the fire instead. “I talked to Shane Richards.”
“Ah.”
Was that relief or trouble in her voice? Holland swallowed and started again. “This isn't the first problem you've had with the law, is it?”
There was a brief silence and then a tinkling sound and it took a second for Holland to realize that Emory was laughing.
“This isn't funny.”
Emory shook her head and controlled herself. “No, I guess not. Except I think you've been listening to gossip and you really shouldn't have.” She shifted closer. “Holland, look at me. Please. You're right, we need to talk about some things. We need to get on the same page here.”
Reluctantly, Holland turned from the fire and Emory was close enough that she could touch her. Except she didn't. “The same page?”
“Don't look so distraught. This is part of starting something, I think. We need to get some boundaries set up, we need to communicate about things. We're not going to fight here. Unless you really want to?”
She sounded so reasonable and Holland didn't want to fight but at the same time there was a metallic taste in her mouth and she needed to know more. “Tell me what happened.”
Emory took a deep breath and reached out as though going to hold Holland's hand. Then she withdrew, changing her mind.
“Alright. It's not that big a deal. Or at least I don't think it is.” She scratched her nose as though trying to remember something. “Okay, well, I was a first year vet student and I was back here for the summer and working with my dad.”
Which gelled with what Shane Richards had already said. Holland felt the tightness in her chest relax a little.
“Remember that I grew up around all this,” Emory went on. “So I wasn't as green as you'd expect a first year student to be. I knew my way around. I knew what I was doing even if I wasn't qualified yet.”
“Okay,”  Holland said.
“One night the phone rang. A farmer up the road a way had a horse in distress. Horses are delicate creatures and this sounded serious, but my dad was already out on a call. So I left him a message and went straight up to the farm to see if I could help.”
The fire crackled and Holland could smell Emory's scent. A mixture of medicines and disinfectant and a sweet coconut smell. Her body started to respond, she wanted her. But so much up until now had been based on the physical.
Maybe that hadn't been wise.
“When I got up there, the horse was in pain and dying. I knew that. The farmhand holding the animal's halter knew that. But the farmer didn't want to accept that.”
Emory paused and Holland thought she saw the spark of tears in her eyes. But she didn't comfort her. She couldn't. These things needed to be said. Her heartbeat slowed a little more. This story wasn't going as she'd expected it. Emory took a deep breath and continued.
✽✽✽
 
“I love animals. It's why I do what I do.” There was a bubble of sadness in her chest and Emory had to force herself to speak through it. “And that means that sometimes I need to make the right decision. Sometimes that decision is to stop the suffering.”
She looked over and Holland was watching her carefully.
“It's my responsibility, it's my duty.”
“As a vet,” Holland said. “Not as a student.”
Emory bowed her head. She wasn't about to argue that point. Holland was right. “I did what needed to be done to stop the horse suffering any further. I could have waited, I probably should have waited, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. I couldn't watch her like that anymore.”
“And the farmer...”
“Was angry. He'd lost an animal. He took that anger out on me and had called the police to try and stop me even before the job was done,” Emory said.
She remembered that night, blue lights flashing, the enormity of what she'd done and the rightness of it weighing on her.
“By the time the police arrived and then my father came the farmer was starting to calm down. There was a necropsy, there had to be, and my diagnosis was correct. I'd done the right thing. It all got cleared up in the end. The farmer apologized, I apologized, it was over.”
Holland nodded. “That must have been difficult. Knowing what you had to do and knowing that you'd get in trouble for doing it. Thank you for telling me.”
“All you had to do was ask.”
“These things are important in a case like this, Emory. I needed to know. You should have told me before.”
“I'd almost forgotten,” Emory said, truthfully. “But you're right. I should have told you. Just as I should have told you that I was going to be a little late tonight. But that's something else we need to talk about.”
She hated doing this, but she knew she had to. If she didn't, she was going to get resentful and Holland, well, Holland was just going to get angrier and angrier every time she was late. Emory took a deep breath. This isn't an argument, she reminded herself.
“I love my job, but I understand that it's not a regular job. It's not a nine to five. There are times, many times probably, when I'm going to be late. And I might not always be in a position to call you first. When you complain about me being late I feel like you don't accept my job, that you don't understand what I do.”
“That's not true,” Holland began. But she stopped herself from saying more.
“Right now, my business isn't doing as well as I'd like.” That was an understatement. “Which means I have to take any work that there is. But I'll be honest with you Holland, that's unlikely to change even if I start making bags of money. The animals will always come first, I will always go to a call, no matter what time it is or what we have planned.”
Holland was sitting up now, looking at her, taking her hand. “Emory, you know that money isn't an object, right? If you need help—”
“No!”
The word came out so sharply that Emory shocked herself.
“No,” she said again, more softly. “Thank you. But no. I don't need your investment. I need your support. I need you to understand that I'm going to be late sometimes. I need you to understand that this is important to me.”
“There's money if you need it,” Holland said. “It's just money, why wouldn't you take it? We share bodily fluids, for God's sake. Sharing cash seems slightly less intimate than that.”
Except it wasn't, was it? Finances were even more personal, even more delicate. Emory took a breath, she was starting to get upset and it was late and she was tired.
“Holland, I think I might go home.”
Holland flashed a look of fear so strong that Emory had to touch her. She put her hand on her leg.
“I'm not leaving you. I think we could both use a night off right now, that's all. A little time to think. Some distance before we continue with this discussion.”
There was a long pause before Holland finally nodded. “Okay,” she said in a voice so small that Emory almost changed her mind.
It took all the strength she had to stand up and drop a kiss on Holland's cheek. “I'll see you tomorrow,” she whispered.
This was the right thing to do. It was only one night. But Emory had a shaky feeling that if Holland couldn't understand what she was trying to say then it might need to be a whole lot longer than one night.
She loved her job and nothing was going to change that. Not even Holland Goldmann.



Chapter Twenty Three
Weak sunlight played through the kitchen window, tracing patterns on the papers Holland was trying to read.
She had her case, or as much as she was about to get right now, and she knew that the only thing left to do was start proceedings. So she wasn't exactly sure what was stopping her calling her opposition.
She wasn't shy, she'd done this a million times. She needed to make the call, set up a meeting and they'd go from there. No lawyer liked nuisance suits, well, no decent lawyer anyway. There was still every chance that Emory was going to walk away from this unscathed.
Emory.
Holland still wasn't sure she should have let Emory walk away last night. Every cell in her body had screamed against it. But for once, her cool brain had intervened. Let her go, her brain had said, both of you need to cool down, both of you could use a little space.
That didn't mean she felt great. Okay, they hadn't yelled at each other, but there had still been disagreement in the air. She'd been terrified, she realized now, that she was going to find out that Emory wasn't the person she thought she was and that what they had would be over.
In her heart, Holland knew that she had to trust the woman.
Which sounded so simple, so why the hell was it so hard?
The tapping startled her out of her thoughts. She slammed Emory's file closed out of habit before looking around and seeing Laura's beaming face through the kitchen window.
“Thought you'd be in here if you weren't in the living room,” Laura shouted, moving her mouth in big movements just in case Holland couldn't hear her.
Holland rolled her eyes. Dropping in unannounced on Laura might not have been a wise move, she realized now, especially since it now gave Laura the idea that it might be the new normal.
“What do you want?” she asked ungraciously, opening the back door.
“Just checking in on you,” Laura said. “And I was walking the dogs so I wondered if you wanted me to take Lucy out.”
Lucy slid through the open door, not even looking up at the sound of her name, escaping to find her friends. Holland sighed. “Coffee?”
“You don't need to sound so enthusiastic to see me,” commented Laura. “Busy working?”
Holland followed her gaze to the file on the table. Her journal sat right next to it, almost half full now. It had become a habit to write first thing in the morning and last thing at night. Her thoughts, her feelings, her everything.
“Yes,” Holland said sharply.
Laura nodded. “Guess Lucy answered my question for me then, I'll take her out and bring her back later.” She almost turned, but then her eyebrow raised in question. “Couldn't help but notice that Emory's truck didn't go down the lane this morning.”
Jesus. Small town life. Holland grimaced but said nothing.
“Trouble in paradise?” Laura asked innocently.
Holland sighed and rubbed her face. “Nothing. It was nothing. A little disagreement that we handled like adults, that was all.” Why the hell she was telling Laura this she had no idea.
But Laura smiled sympathetically and Holland felt a little lighter somehow. “Talk things through,” Laura said. “That's what I learned, and Ray and I were married for longer than we weren't. Learned it early too. Open your mouth, speak what's on your mind, then close your mouth and listen to your other half. It's really that easy.”
Lucy came back to the doorstep to whine and persuade the foolish humans to come walking. Holland bent to pat her head.
“You might have a point,” she said, finally straightening up.
Laura laughed. “Go find her, say your piece. You'll only stew about it all day if you don't.”
“Yes, maybe you're right. Maybe I'll head on over there.”
“Leave the back door unlocked and I'll let Lucy back in when we're done,” Laura promised.
Holland thanked her and she left, followed by all three rambunctious dogs.
She was right though. She needed to talk to Emory and the sooner the better. She could feel and understand better now. She knew what was happening, she'd probably always known, but she couldn't expect Emory to read her mind.
They'd only known each other a few weeks, after all.
So maybe she'd surprise her with lunch.
Before she went though, there was one thing left to do. She barely thought as she picked up her phone, dialed the number, and made the appointment. Dan Lansing, the lawyer representing Downes, would happily meet with her the following week.
There. The process was starting.
As she hung up the phone Holland felt a spike of pain in her chest.
For one long moment she didn't breathe, didn't move, waiting for the worst to happen. And when it didn't, she let out a breath. She should be more careful. Too much coffee wasn't only bad for her blood pressure, but it gave her heartburn too.
And every pain was a reminder of how mortal she was.
THE RED-HEADED RECEPTIONIST'S eyes widened as Holland walked into the vet's office. Holland stifled a smile. So Emory had told the woman. She didn't mind that as much as she might have expected. It felt kind of nice, actually, to be seen as someone's girlfriend, partner, love interest, whatever this was.
“Is Emory in?” she asked, stomping snow off her boots.
The red-head nodded. “Just in back, feel free to go through.”
Emory had her back turned, long tresses of dark hair falling in waves that made Holland forget to breathe for a second. She stood in the doorway until Emory turned, eyes surprised and then mouth spreading into a smile.
“I wasn't expecting you.”
“I wasn't expecting to be here,” Holland said. “But I couldn't wait. I needed to apologize.”
“Holland, we have things we need to work out, that's normal, it's not like we really fought.”
“No,” Holland said. “But we do need to communicate well, since that appears to be the basis of any decent relationship.”
“I'm not going to argue with that,” Emory said, leaning against the counter.
Holland nodded, bit her lip, wondered where to start, then just dived straight in. “I'm not used to being in this position. I'm used to being in your position.”
“Okay,” Emory said slowly.
“I mean, I'm used to being the ambitious one, the one that works all the time, the one that comes home late every day, the one that forgets to call. And I'm finding it difficult to be on the other side of the equation for a change.”
Emory looked thoughtful. “I guess that makes sense.”
“So I just wanted to ask you to have patience with me. I do understand what you need, maybe better than you think, and I'm going to try very hard to back off a little.”
“My job is important to me, Holland. That's not going to change. And I need to do this myself. I need to prove myself. My dad built this business from the ground up and I need to prove myself worthy of his trust, of him leaving it to me. A fast cash injection wouldn't help with that, I mean it wouldn't help with how I feel about things.”
“Understood,” Holland said immediately. She remembered Laura saying it hadn't been long since Emory's father had passed. “I will try to remember that.”
“And I'll try to call when I'm going to be late.” Emory took a breath. “And I'll also try to be as honest as possible about things. I didn't keep information from you deliberately, Holland. I see now how what happened before could influence this current case. But up until you brought it up I'd honestly almost forgotten about that poor horse.”
“I know,” Holland said. Her heart was starting to lighten, her belly was starting to warm, her muscles were starting to relax.
“Also, I didn't just walk out last night. I wasn't angry particularly, or upset. I just thought it was important for us to think over what we were saying before we actually said it.”
“Which makes you about ten years more mature than me,” Holland said with a smile. “But I get it and I thank you for it, it was the smart thing to do. I don't like arguments.”
“You're a lawyer,” Emory pointed out.
“I don't like arguments if I'm not being paid to make them,” Holland amended. “But I do like you. I like you an awful lot. And I don't want to screw this up.”
Emory looked down and for a second Holland thought something might be wrong. Then Emory spoke.
“I more than like you.”
Holland's heart swelled to dangerous proportions. “You do?” she asked, voice barely a whisper.
Emory nodded. “I'm not sure we're ready for the big words yet. But I definitely more than like you.”
And Holland was grinning, unable to stop herself. “In that case, I more than like you too.”
In a millisecond, Emory was in her arms and Holland was holding on tight and her heart was throbbing. She hadn't expected this, she hadn't even necessarily wanted this, but now it was here, now it was said she couldn't think of anything she wanted more.
“I more than like you,” she said again, testing the words out, seeing how they tasted, how they sounded.
“I more than like you,” Emory agreed. Her voice dropped a little. “And I kind of want you.”
Holland's legs turned to liquid as her lips met Emory's.
“Oh, get a room you two,” came a voice from the doorway.
But the red-headed receptionist was smiling as Holland and Emory turned guiltily.
“You've got the afternoon off,” Emory growled. “Don't forget to close the door on your way out.”
There was the sound of laughing as the woman left but Holland was far too engrossed in something far more exciting to notice.



Chapter Twenty Four
“Looks like things are getting serious,” Mags said. There was a pile of paperwork in front of her. The practice accounts. But Emory knew that Mags wasn't talking about the numbers.
“I think it might be.”
“Only think?” Mags said, twisting a pen in her hair. “Can't you do better than that, come on!”
Emory sighed and swung her chair around so she was facing Mags. “I like her a lot.”
“Like her a lot.”
“Fine.” Emory sighed but then the words had to be said at some point and she might as well practice saying them right now. Soon she'd need to say them for real. “I might love her.”
“Might.”
Emory growled. “Yes, might, what's so wrong with that?”
“Nothing,” Mags said. “Except you're obviously bat-shit crazy about each other and there you are using words like 'might.' It doesn't exactly fill me with confidence about your relationship potential.”
“That's not how I meant it,” Emory said, except she wasn't exactly sure how she did mean it.
“Is she good to you?”
“Yes.”
“Do you have fun?”
“Yes.”
“Do you wake up wanting to see her face and feel all funny every time she walks into a room?”
“Yes.”
“Sounds like love to me,” Mags said with a professorial air. “Those are all the signs.”
“Tell me about it.”
“So what's the damn problem then?”
Emory closed her eyes. “She offered me money.”
“Like sex for hire?” Mags asked, voice going up an octave.
Emory laughed. “No, like for the practice. To help out. Or at least I think that was what was happening, I headed it off.”
“Isn't that the dream?” asked Mags. “ Sugar-mommy? An older woman more experienced in the ways of pleasure who can fund your youthful dreams?”
Emory opened her eyes just wide enough to roll them. “That might be your fantasy. But it's not mine.”
Mags laid a hand on Emory's knee. “I know, I was kidding. But I also wasn't kidding. There's nothing wrong with getting some help every now and again. I'm not saying that you let her pay all the bills, but getting a little investment to help tide us over until business gets better might not be a bad idea.”
“I can't do that, Mags.”
“Why not? Are you just being stubborn?” Mags patted her knee again. “I'm not trying to offend you or anything. I just want to be clear, I want you to be clear.”
“Maybe I'm being stubborn,” Emory said as calmly as she could. “But she's already looking into the Downes case for me, I can't have her giving the practice money as well. I don't want this relationship to be one-sided, I don't want her to take care of me. Is that being stubborn?”
“That depends,” Mags said. “I can understand your point, but I also do the accounts, Em. I know exactly how your financial picture is looking right now.”
“A partnership should be equal. It can't just be one person taking care of the other.”
“Of course it can,” Mags said. “That's kind of the point. I mean, not all the time, but it's a balance. You're not two independent people each doing your own thing. You're two dependent people balancing each other out. You're the better cook so you take care of dinner, but she's a better bargain hunter so she does the shopping.”
“Right, but this—”
“Is no different,” said Mags. “Sometimes she takes care of you, sometimes you take care of her. That's how it's supposed to work.”
“Says the woman who's had at least five dates a week for the last two years.”
Mags grinned, no offense taken at all. “I know what I'm looking for, and I'll know when I find it. I'm not about to settle for less. The same goes for you. Don't settle for less than you deserve, Em. The two of you are cute together, but if you're not going to work together, compromise, balance each other out, then it's not going to work in the long run.”
Emory sighed and laid her head back on the seat-rest of the office chair. “Are the accounts really looking that bad?”
“The small animal work is doing okay, but that's not where the money is,” Mags answered. “You need that farm work, it's your bread and butter. I don't see how we'll keep the doors open until spring without more big business coming in.”
Emory groaned. “Maybe I should start making some house calls. Just going up to farms seeing if they need anything. Maybe getting my face known a bit better will make them think of me when they need a vet.”
“Maybe,” shrugged Mags. “It's worth a try, I suppose.”
“Tell me something happy,” Emory said, sitting up straight. “That's enough doom and gloom.”
“Check this out.” Mags clicked on a few icons on her computer and a website flashed up.
“Oh God, you made Laura an online dating profile?”
Mags grinned. “Yep. And she's got like four private messages already.”
Emory rolled her eyes one more time. Mags was bad enough at handling her own dating life, let alone someone else's. “You be careful, you're playing with fire there. What if Laura doesn't want a date?”
“Psh, everyone wants a date,” Mags said. But Emory wasn't so sure.
EMORY LOCKED THE practice door with careful hands. The last thing she needed was a break in. So it wasn't until she turned around that she saw the gleaming Land Rover and the man leaning against the hood, arms folded.
“What are you doing here?” Shane Richards was the last person she wanted to see.
“I'm here to make one last bid for you to see some sense,” Shane said.
“After insulting me and calling me incompetent?” Emory asked. It was cold and she wanted to get in her truck, but Shane was blocking her way.
“Okay, maybe not my most diplomatic of moments.” He sniffed. “Look, I was under pressure. The other partners wanted to cover their asses and they forced me to make that call. I know you're not incompetent, not really.”
“Oh, gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Emory, come on, give me a break here. I'm between a rock and a hard place. I've got my bosses to please, you know. And the offer to buy your practice is still on the table.”
“But not the offer to work for you.”
He sniffed again. “Does that mean that you'd consider the offer if the job was back on the table?”
Emory sighed and a cloud of steam escaped from her mouth into the night air. “Shane, it's late, I want to leave, and I'm cold.”
He nodded. “So you'll think about it then?”
“I want to go home.”
He pushed himself upright. “Alrighty then, I'll leave you to get out of here.”
She breathed a sigh of relief, clutching her truck keys hard in her hand as Shane climbed into his car. She was just about to move, glad that she'd escaped his clutches, when the window rolled down with a satisfied purr.
“You know what's interesting, Em?”
She shrugged, starting to get annoyed.
“You didn't say no this time.”
Before she could respond, the window was rolling up and then Shane was peeling out of the parking lot. She stood in the cold for a moment before she forced herself to move and climb into her rusty truck.
Home. She wasn't going home, not exactly. She was going to Holland's. Which was where she wanted to be. Her heart filled up at the thought of walking into the warm kitchen, seeing Lucy curled up in her basket, collapsing into Holland's arms.
It was just that she felt alone sometimes. Like right now. When everyone was telling her what to do. Mags thinking that she should accept money from Holland. Shane thinking she should sell the practice. It felt sometimes like no one was on her side. Like no one understood just how much it meant to her to keep the business running.
The truck bumped along the snowy highway, lights dull and yellow.
She loved Holland. She was becoming more and more sure of it. What she wasn't sure of was how exactly their relationship was supposed to work. They were, she could see now, very different people, at very different stages of their lives. How could they hope to balance each other out?
Holland was rich, had achieved everything she'd wanted, was beautiful and accomplished. What exactly was Emory herself bringing to the table? Yet another reason why she needed to make a success of herself. Because without her own success, how could she be an equal partner for Holland?
She turned off, rattling down the lane past Laura's cottage.
She hated that she was feeling this way, she hated herself for being so stubborn or ambitious or competitive or whatever it was that was stopping her from walking into a relationship with Holland whole-heartedly. She hated that she couldn't change herself.
She could almost hear her father chuckling at her. “No point being anyone but yourself,” he'd always said. “After all, there ain't no one else you can be.”
She slowed down as she pulled into the yard of the farmhouse. The thought of seeing Holland burned warm inside her and was almost enough to chase all her other thoughts away.
Except for one.
Shane Richards hadn't been wrong.
For the first time, she hadn't automatically said 'no' to him and his offer.



Chapter Twenty Five
Holland could feel the sweat soaking through the back of her shirt. Thank God she was wearing a jacket.
Not that she was nervous.
Far from it.
She looked across the desk at Dan Lansing and set her face into an expression of boredom. No, she wasn't nervous. This was what she lived for. This was what she was good at.
She could feel her heart hiccuping in her chest and she was damned if the traitor was going to let her down. She had this. She'd got it. And if she could do this, well, why shouldn't she appear in court? Why the hell not? Maybe that first attack had been a warning only.
Oh, she'd totally listen to the warning. No more twenty hour days, a way better diet for sure, and she'd definitely work on more exercise. But she could do all of that and still work, right?
“Yeah, I'm not seeing this as a nuisance suit.”
Lansing was tall, balding, and far younger than she'd expected. Still, she didn't let herself show any surprise at his response. “So? I'm assuming you've got an offer for me?”
He sniffed and looked down at the papers in front of him.
“Lansing, we're both busy people, keep up here. As much as I look forward to meeting you in court, we both owe it to our clients to attempt to keep this thing away from a judge. So what have you got for me?”
He picked up a pen, scribbled something on a piece of paper, and passed it over.
Holland looked at the number and two things occurred to her. The first was that the fine was lower than she'd expected and a very fair deal as long as Emory was willing to pay. The second was that she was disappointed that this wouldn't go to court.
“I'll put the number in front of my client,” she said sharply, pocketing the paper.
Lansing cleared his throat. “And she'll surrender her veterinary license.”
Now Holland was surprised, but far too well-trained to show it. “Surrender her license?”
“Plus the fine,” agreed Lansing.
Holland shrugged. “I'll put it to her and get back to you,” she said standing up. She was about to put out a hand to shake when she realized how sweaty her palm was. So she nodded instead and left his office without another word.
As she stood in the elevator she leaned back against the mirrored wall. Clerks filed in and out on different floors carrying buff colored files and expensive coffees. The smell of it all was familiar, desperation, exhaustion, all laced with the heady scent of victory.
This was her world. This had always been her world. And now she was on the outside looking in and she could almost scream in frustration.
She wanted to be back here. Well, not back here exactly, but back in an office, back doing what she did best. She thought about the offer in her pocket and whether or not Emory was going to take it. And then she thought about facing Lansing in court.
Nausea swirled in her belly as the elevator descended.
This time it had to be nerves, she told herself. Obviously, it was. She hadn't been in court for months. It was only natural that the thought of it could make her feel a little sick. She took deep breaths as the elevator slowed and then strode out into the foyer as though absolutely nothing was wrong.
HOLLAND STOOD IN the open doorway, letting the freezing night air leak into the kitchen.
“Lucy, come on!” she hissed into the night.
There was the sound of paws on icy ground and then Lucy trotted obediently back into the kitchen, her evening business done. She snuffled at Holland's hand.
“You've already had dinner,” Holland reminded her.
More snuffling and Holland groaned.
“Oh, fine, here you go, you spoiled little thing.” But she rubbed at Lucy's ears as she fed her a treat.
Then Lucy's ears perked up and her body started to tremble with excitement and Holland knew that Emory was coming down the drive even though she couldn't hear the truck yet. She grinned at Lucy and then got up to take a lasagna out of the oven.
The food looked... edible, she guessed. Cooking really wasn't her thing, but she'd tried. Guiltily she looked over at her journal sitting on the counter next to the stove. She might have gotten a little distracted as she waited for the pasta to cook.
Which was perhaps why the lasagna was darker than she might have expected.
Well, it was too late now. If it sucked, she'd blame the recipe that she'd found online, she decided. And then the front doors opened and Emory was coming in and every other thought was lost in the race to welcome her home.
“What's all this?” Emory asked, once she'd been soundly kissed.
“Dinner,” said Holland. “So if you're going to eat, you'd better wash your hands.”
She had to admit that the lasagna smelled a lot better than it looked. Hope surged again in her stomach. Maybe she could do this house-wife thing. Not that that was really on the cards. But they had to eat, and Emory worked so hard and Holland had already promised herself that she wasn't ever going to work that hard again.
“Well?” Emory said, sitting down at the table.
“Well what?” asked Holland, putting the plates down and taking her own chair.
“Holland, I know you saw the lawyer today and I've been on tenterhooks all afternoon, come on!”
Holland scattered salt over her meal. Not that there was any doubt about what she was going to say. This was her career, one that she'd never, ever jeopardize. Still, she wasn't sure quite how Emory was going to react to what she was going to say.
She looked up to see bright blue eyes staring at her. Fine. Here goes.
“There's a small fine involved,” she led with. “More than fair. We're talking mid five-figures here and your insurance should more than cover it.”
Emory's face brightened. “Really?”
“Wait, there's more. They want you to surrender your license as well.”
Seconds ticked by as all the color drained from Emory's face. “No,” she said finally. “No, absolutely not.”
Holland cleared her throat. “You need to think about this, Emory.”
“No, no I don't. I've already told you no and I can't believe you'd sit there and even suggest this to me,” Emory said. Even her lips were pale and Holland could almost smell her anger.
“Right now I'm sitting here as your lawyer, not as your girlfriend. And as your lawyer, I'm telling you that this is a very fair deal and one you should absolutely consider.”
Even if, as her lawyer, Holland was practically salivating at the thought of getting back in a courtroom.
“No!”
Holland nodded. “This is your decision and I'll absolutely do as you instruct me. However, you should be aware of the consequences of turning down this offer.”
Emory hadn't even picked up her fork. “Which are?”
“I'll counter-offer with an increased fine saying that you refuse to surrender your license. Lansing will almost certainly turn me down, and then this will go to court.” She cleared her throat again. Mixing business with pleasure was really not a good idea. Because she really had to be honest here.
“So what? I—”
Holland held out a hand to pause Emory. “Court costs are high and if you lose you're likely to pay a hell of a lot more than the fine they're asking for,” she started. “And I have to be completely honest with you and tell you that you may well lose.”
“But I didn't do anything wrong!”
“And yet a valuable horse can't be raced, meaning a huge loss of income for the Downes stable,” Holland said reasonably. “And to continue in the spirit of honesty, I have yet to find a compelling reason why you aren't responsible as the vet called out initially. Shane Richards is more than willing to testify that by the time he saw the horse, the leg was untreatable and the horse unraceable.”
“I'm not, I know I'm not responsible.”
“Which I fully believe as your girlfriend,” Holland said. “As your lawyer, on the other hand, I need evidence.”
Emory stared down at her lasagna, then looked up again. “That's the second time you've said that.”
“Said what?” Holland asked, picking up her fork.
“Girlfriend. It's the second time you've called yourself my girlfriend.”
Holland laughed. “Well, is there another word that you'd prefer me to use?”
Emory shook her head and finally picked up her own fork. “I know you're trying to be honest with me and I appreciate it. And I'm being honest with you. There's something going on with this suit that we haven't uncovered yet. I think we should go to court. I know I did nothing wrong.”
Holland's heart started to hammer in her chest and she could feel herself getting warm. The excitement of going back to work, she told herself, that's all it was.
It was the right decision, she could feel it. She could win this case. She didn't know how yet, but secretly she shared Emory's opinion. Something was off here, she needed to dig deeper.
“Holland, are you alright?”
And yet Emory was working so hard, what if this didn't work out for her? What if the second Holland stood up in court her heart gave out again? It was easy to be excited, easy to forget all that was at stake. So, so easy.
“Holland?”
She took a deep breath, a sip of water, then nodded.
“Of course I'm alright, I'm perfectly fine,” she said, voice steady as a rock.
“Then we're going to court, girlfriend?”
Holland grinned. She liked the sound of the word. “We're going to court,” she agreed.



Chapter Twenty Six
Emory rubbed at her back and stretched trying to relieve the cramp in her neck. Hours of bending over small animals was doing nothing for her fitness.
Of course, she should be striding over fields and  man-handling cattle and horses, but it wasn't like she'd had much opportunity to do that.
“All done for the morning,” Mags said, popping her head around the door. “Waiting room's empty anyway.”
“I've still got a couple of cat castrations to do,” said Emory.
Mags slid fully into the room. “Want me to bring you some lunch?”
“I wouldn't mind. Just a sandwich or something though, I don't think I'm going to have much time to sit down and eat.”
Mags rubbed at her nose and Emory knew that something was on her mind.
“Spit it out,” she said, with a grin.
Mags shrugged. “I just, I can't help thinking about what you said. I've been thinking all morning.”
Emory had told her all that Holland had said about the law suit and the offer and Mags had been suitably horrified at the idea of giving up her vet license. “Come up with any bright ideas?” she asked, still smiling.
“Not really, I mean, I just...” She took a deep breath. “Em, what if Holland is right?”
“About what exactly?” asked Emory, starting to remove the instruments and equipment she'd need to fix the two cats that were waiting in the next room.
“About this being the easy way out. About you taking that offer they gave you.”
Very slowly, Emory turned around. “You're not serious, are you? I thought you were the one person that would be on my side about this.”
“Jesus, Em, I know how you feel about being a vet. I know how hard you've worked. But I also know that your idea of being a vet isn't giving shots to dogs and splinting broken hamster legs.”
“I will help any animal that comes into this surgery,” Emory said, anger bubbling.
“I know, I know. But don't tell me that this is how you imagined the job was going to be?” Mags sighed. “We don't know when things will get better. If they'll get better. And maybe you could negotiate, you know, give up your license just for a year, like when someone gets their driving license taken away.”
“I did nothing wrong.”
“I know that. I know you think that. But you know as well as I do that mistakes happen and maybe you did do something wrong, you just don't know it. If that's the case then there's no room for negotiating, Em. You'll have everything taken away for good.”
Emory closed her eyes, feeling blood beating hot through her veins and knowing Mags was only trying to help. “Maybe.”
“Maybe you need to start thinking strategically,” Mags said softly. Emory could hear her walking closer. “Maybe it's time to think about Shane's offer as well. Maybe this is the easiest thing to do but also the best thing to do.”
Emory felt the weight of a warm hand on her arm and opened her eyes. Mags was looking at her with concern.
Was she being too stubborn? Was she so sure that she was right? That she hadn't made a single mistake? She wasn't. How could she be? And this could be a solution. Negotiate down, sell the business to Shane, lose her license for a year or so. A year or so that she could spend with Holland, traveling or just getting to know each other.
“Maybe,” she said again.
“Think about it, Em,” Mags said, squeezing her arm and then letting go. “And know that I'm here for you whatever you decide.”
Emory nodded and Mags left her to her business. But it was a long time before she finally got around to treating the cats in the operating room
✽✽✽
 
“This was a courtesy call,” Holland growled.
“I get it. And that's why I'm doing you the courtesy of telling you to get your client to take our damn offer,” Lansing said on the other end of the phone.
Holland gripped her pen harder, knuckles turning white. “I've just informed you that that's a no-go. So, moving on, do we have a court date settled already?”
“Ms. Goldmann, you really do need to represent your client's interests a little more carefully. You do understand that the offer she's received is a good one, and it's unlikely to get any better when we set foot in a courtroom?”
“Mr. Lansing, do we have a court date?”
“Of course, I'm sure your big city fees triple once you get into court,” Lansing said.
Holland's pen snapped in her hand and sweat started trickling down her back. How dare the man imply that she was taking advantage of her client? “And I'm sure that you're terrified of facing a real lawyer in a real court,” she snarled.
He laughed.
“However, you have little choice in the matter. I'll await the appropriate paperwork.”
She ended the call, slamming her phone down on the kitchen table so hard that her journal slid to the floor and Lucy whimpered in her basket.
Reams of paperwork were spread out in front of her. Without the big computer screens of her fancy office she'd taken to printing out case summaries. Anything that could help her find an argument. Her eyes were blurring with all the print and she could feel her chest tightening as she looked at the mountain of work in front of her.
Tightening and squeezing and then her breath was coming faster, gulping even, and pain was shooting down her arm and... and... and...
“In, out,” she said through gritted teeth. “In, out.”
Deliberately, slowly, she calmed her breathing, just as she'd been shown to do. When her legs were a little steadier, she stood up, grabbing a pill bottle from next to the sink and taking a small, round tablet. Slowly, she drained a glass of water.
A long minute passed, then another, her heartbeat slowed, her breathing was good, and she was feeling better. A glance at the table spiked her blood pressure again, but she shook her head.
“Come on, Luce. Let's take a walk.”
She clipped Lucy's leash to her collar and pulled her jacket off the back of a kitchen chair. It was time for a time-out. She was taking this seriously, she needed to lower her stress levels. And what better way than a little time in nature?
Lucy dragged her out of the front yard, the bright winter sun dazzling Holland's eyes.
There was no time to understand what was happening.
Pain shredded through her chest and Holland's legs slipped out from under her. The sunlight seemed to be fading. Maybe there was an eclipse? And that was Holland's last thought as she lay on the ground.
Lucy's leash slipped from her fingers.
Then there was nothing.
✽✽✽
 
“Em, come quick,” Mags yelled from the waiting room.
Emory looked over to see both cats resting comfortably in recovery cages. They'd be waking up any minute, but the surgeries had gone just fine. Then she stripped off her gloves and went through to the front.
“What is it?”
Maggie's face was flushed with color. “The phone, it's an emergency, for you.” She held out the receiver and Emory grabbed at it.
“Doctor Carter,” she said, voice clipped.
“Doctor, it's Rose Eadson here.”
Emory frowned. The last time she'd been at the Eadson farm she'd been practically thrown off the property. “How can I help?”
“I think you need to get up here. There's a problem with the cows and Jock's all for slaughtering the lot.”
Emory took a deep breath. Euthanizing an entire herd of cows would mean financial disaster for most small farmers. But still. “Mrs. Eadson, I'm sure Jock's had another vet out to see his cattle.” She couldn't afford to tread on toes, she certainly couldn't afford to make another mistake.
“He has,” Rose confirmed. “But the young man was out here for all of five minutes and barely did a thing. Your dad would spend an hour with the animals before he'd even say a word. Please, doctor. It'll kill Jock if he has to let the beasts go.”
Another deep breath. A second opinion. Okay, she could do that. There was nothing wrong with a second opinion. Plus, this could be an opportunity to prove herself. She looked over at Mags who was on the edge of her seat wanting to know what was going on.
“Alright,” she said, finally. “I'll be out there as soon as I can.”
“Please hurry,” Rose Eadson said.
Emory hung up the phone and explained where she was going to Mags as she collected her bag and some supplies. She pulled on her coat and some boots and then she was out of the door, throwing everything into the back of her truck.
Her mobile rang just as she was starting the engine. She held her breath, remembering that the last time she'd gone up to the Eadson place Jock had called to cancel as soon as he found out she was the new vet.
Her hand trembled as she reached for the phone, and then stilled as she saw it was only Holland calling.
She threw the phone back onto the seat and put the truck in gear.
There was no time for phone calls right now. Besides, Holland had promised to work at supporting her job more, so this was good practice. Emory was often in positions where phone calls just weren't possible.
There'd be plenty of time to talk to Holland later, she told herself as she screeched out onto the main road.



Chapter Twenty Seven
That damn beeping. On the one hand, it was annoying as hell. On the other, Holland supposed it meant that she wasn't dead. At least not yet. Her body felt floaty and light. With great effort she managed to move her eyelids a fraction.
“Oh, thank God for that, you're coming around.”
The voice was familiar and for a brief, heart-fluttering second, Holland thought that Emory was by her side. The speed of the beeping increased and she forced her eyelids fully open.
Laura peered over her, wide eyes blinking owlishly. “Should I get a doctor or a nurse or something?”
Holland shook her head, orienting herself. Bright lights, beeping, the smell of disinfectant. She was definitely in a hospital. But Laura's curious face was not who she'd expected to see. She turned her head, seeing white walls and a big window with blinds pulled over it, a couple of chairs, but no sign of Emory.
The beeping sped up again and Holland took a deep breath to control it.
“Water,” she finally managed.
Laura grinned, nodded, disappeared, and then reappeared and a straw was pushed between Holland's lips. She took a grateful sip, then another until her mouth was wet enough that she could speak properly.
“Sit me up,” she demanded.
Laura's nose wrinkled in thought before she disappeared again and then Holland was being propelled upright by the automatic bed.
“Sex in a hospital bed,” Laura said, reappearing yet again. “Kinky or just plain weird?”
“Weird,” Holland said immediately. Not that sex was at the forefront of her mind. Laura seemed to understand, reaching out and taking Holland's hand to squeeze it. “What happened?”
“The doc will be along shortly, she'll tell you the medical stuff,” Laura said. “But the important thing is that you're in the hospital and you're just fine.”
“I'd figured out the hospital part for myself,” Holland said, more sharply than she'd intended. “What I meant was how did I get from my yard to this bed?”
Laura squeezed her hand again. “Lucy.”
“Lucy?” What did the dog have to do with all this?”
“She showed up at my door barking fit to explode. In the end I came out to see what she wanted and she led me down the lane until I found you.” Laura's face paled a little. “I thought...” she began.
“You thought I was dead,” finished Holland for her. “Well, I'm not.”
“Clearly not,” said Laura. “You're cranky as all get out though.”
“I've just had a heart attack, I think I'm allowed to be cranky, don't you?”
Laura said nothing and Holland looked up at the bright lights and wondered whether or not to ask. If she didn't ask, she'd never know. She took a deep breath and the stupid beeping machine went slightly crazy again.
“Emory?”
Just the one word. That was all she could manage without making some kind of fool of herself.
Laura looked down at the starched sheets. “I called her. You had your phone with you, so I just used that. Hope you don't mind, I'd left mine at home in the rush.” There was a pause. “Um, she didn't answer.”
Holland nodded, not sure what she'd expected.
“But I can go and find her,” Laura added. “In fact, that's probably what I should do, you'd like her here with you, wouldn't you?”
And Holland didn't know what to say. Because her heart wanted Emory there more than she could possibly say, but her head was telling her not to be an idiot. Her head was asking her if she really, seriously, wanted her beautiful young girlfriend to see her lying here broken in a hospital bed?
Then there was another part. The evil part. The part that was telling her that Emory hadn't picked up, that Emory had put the job first, like always, that Emory was too ambitious to drop everything to be here at her side.
She closed her eyes, not knowing which part to listen to and feeling like she was waking up from a pretty dream. Pretty but unrealistic.
“Ms. Goldmann?”
When she opened her eyes again, a doctor was standing by the end of the bed and Laura was pulling on a jacket.
“I'm going to go track down Emory while you talk to the doc here,” Laura said. Without a smidgen of hesitation she bent down and kissed Holland's cheek and Holland was so surprised by the friendly gesture that she didn't even say goodbye.
“Ms. Goldmann?” the doctor said again.
A deep breath and it was time to face facts. “I've had another attack.” Best to put words on it, to make the monster real.
The doctor smiled, a dimple dancing in her cheek and Holland wondered how old she was. She also wondered when she'd started dividing the world into people older and younger than her. The doctor was definitely on the younger side of that line.
“Thankfully, no,” the doctor said. “I've run some tests and you haven't had a heart attack. I'm assuming that you've had at least one before?”
Holland nodded.
“Well, the good news is that your heart itself is looking in good shape. What I'm pretty sure that happened is that your blood pressure got funky and you passed out. You're taking medications, I assume?”
Holland nodded again and reeled off the names of her meds.
“Great, I'm going to make a couple of dosage adjustments and you'll be back on your feet in no time. Avoiding stress?”
For a split second Holland was going to nod for a third time. She'd quit her job, she'd moved to the country, so she was avoiding stress, right? But then there was Emory.
The doctor came closer, standing by Holland's side. “Is there something stressful going on in your life currently?”
She'd thought she'd left all this behind. But now there was Emory's case and Emory herself and worrying about her and starting a new relationship and... And it was all starting to build up again. She realized that when she'd first come to Lowry Falls she'd been far more relaxed, if more bored, with only her journal writing and reading.
“Perhaps,” she answered.
“Well then, you know what I'm about to say, I'm sure. It's important that you avoid stress at all costs. At least for the next six months or so.” The doctor smiled at her. “Let me look into your dosages and I'll get back to you later this afternoon. Hopefully you'll be sleeping in your own bed tomorrow night, but I'd like to keep an eye on you tonight.”
The hospital room was empty when she was gone. Empty and cool and quiet.
Just like before. Just like last time.
She had nobody.
Because in the end she should never have gotten involved in all of this. Not that she blamed Emory, she really didn't. The girl had a life to live, a career to plan, Holland had been there and done that. Sure, she might think that she was falling in love, but thinking and knowing were two different things.
It was time to face facts. She was over forty, she'd had one heart attack and one scare, she'd built a career and had to leave it, and who knew what the future held? What the future couldn't hold though was a relationship with a beautiful, young, ambitious woman who deserved more than to be held back by a broken down old fool.
For once, Holland was glad that the room was empty. It meant that no one could see her blinking away furious tears.
This had all been a mistake. She had to learn a lesson from this. Okay, she'd done the right thing by moving to the country and starting a quiet life. But she should have let that life remain quiet, instead of getting involved in all kinds of things.
So she'd learned something. She'd move on. Find a new place. Stay uninvolved and quiet and stress-free.
She blinked again, forcing herself to take full, deep breaths as the stupid machine by her side beeped in a hiccuping rhythm.
The knock took her by surprise.
“Are you decent?”
She turned and saw Chris, his caterpillar eyebrows wiggling in question, flowers in hand. She was about to thank him and send him away when someone else appeared. Vera, a book in hand.
“Thought you could use something to read,” Vera said, pushing past Chris.
And then three more people followed her, all members of the book club, all chattering away. Before she knew it, Holland was having her pillows plumped and a bed-jacket put around her shoulders. Tupperware was opened and there was the steaming smell of fresh stew.
“I don't—” she began to say, but no one appeared to be listening and besides, she didn't exactly know what to say anyway.
“Best to leave them all to it,” Vera said, leaning down and whispering. “They do all enjoy someone to fuss over.”
A fork was pushed into Holland's hand and Vera grinned at her. Chris sat down on the end of the bed, regaling them all with horrific stories of his time in the army medical corps. And Holland started to eat, listening with one ear to Chris and with the other to an argument on the other side of the room about whether Elvis had died of a heart attack or not.
And for the first time in forever she felt very, very not alone.



Chapter Twenty Eight
Emory wiped her hands on the towel handed to her by Rose Eadson, then turned back to Jock.
“I'll be back up tomorrow to check on them, but in all honesty, it's far too early to say anything about culling. I'm ninety percent sure that the wet feed has been upsetting stomachs. I'll run the tests anyway, but let's keep our fingers crossed.”
Jock bowed his head. “Thank you.” When he looked up again, his nut-brown eyes were glowing with what Emory thought might be tears. “You've been good to me and my animals, and I owe you an apology.”
Emory waved her hand. “Not at all necessary.”
“Yes, it is,” Rose said. “He should have trusted you from the beginning, just as he trusted your father. We're old-fashioned up here, but it's about time we moved with the times.”
“I don't know what I was thinking,” said Jock. “I panicked, I suppose. When that fancy vet came around bandying BVD and Johne's Disease diagnoses around, I just lost hope.”
A young vet that had come from Shane Richards' practice, Emory knew. “It's a tough diagnosis to make,” she said, trying to remain fair and impartial.
It was a particularly tough diagnosis to make if you didn't spend more than five minutes on the farm and you didn't explain what you thought and your plan to a man you considered beneath yourself. That was what she didn't say.
“I'm sure the vet was running tests and getting back to you.”
“And I panicked and started planning to slaughter the beasts.” Jock sniffed. “Don't like seeing 'em in pain.”
“They're not in pain now,” Emory said gently. “And I'm not promising anything, but let's give things a few days before we make any rash decisions.”
Jock nodded, then they all turned toward the window as a car screeched into the farmyard.
“Who could that be?” Rose asked.
Then someone was banging on the back door and since Emory was closest, she opened up to find Laura standing there.
“Laura?” Not exactly who she would have guessed would be standing at the Eadson's door.
“Mags said you were here,” Laura said, sounding out of breath even though she'd driven up to the farm. “Thought I'd better come in person, give you the news in person, you know. And you're not answering your phone and I didn't know if this could wait and—”
“Slow down,” Emory interrupted. She could feel Jock and Rose crowding her from behind, trying to get a look at Laura, trying to figure out what was going on. “What's happened?”
“It's Holland,” Laura said.
Emory felt her stomach fall. Her blood ran cold and spiders seemed to skitter over her skin. “What?”
“She's in the hospital,” Laura said. She held  up both hands. “She's fine. Really, she is. But I think you need to be there.”
Emory was already collecting her things, already blabbering apologies to the Eadsons, already pushing out of the warm kitchen into the snap-cold frost of the early evening.
Holland had needed her. Holland had called for her. And she hadn't answered.
SHE COULD HEAR the chatter coming from Holland's room from half-way down the corridor. Laura was still assuring her that everything was fine and that Holland was going to be okay, and Emory's stomach was still doing back-flips.
It was only when she opened the door and saw Holland sitting up in bed, blonde hair mussed and cheeks pink with color, that she finally let out the breath she'd been holding.
“Come on,” Laura said to what looked like half the book club. “Let's give Holland a bit of peace and quiet, shall we?”
Then people were gathering up coats and tupperware containers and kissing Holland goodbye and promising to visit again. And Emory stood by the door quietly and waited.
She waited until the last of them were gone, Laura kissing her cheek as she ushered the others out into the corridor. Only when she and Holland were alone did she approach the bed. Her heart was breaking. Holland looked so small in the hospital bed. And Emory didn't know what to say.
“I'm sorry,” were the words that finally came out.
Holland shook her head and Emory reached for her hand, feeling the bones of her fingers and the softness of her skin.
“Don't be sorry, Emory. As you can see, I had plenty of company.”
“That's not what I'm sorry for,” Emory started.
“This conversation would be better without that infernal beeping,” snarled Holland, glaring at the machine next to the bed.
Emory laughed. Holland hadn't lost her spark. “How are you feeling? What did the doctors say?”
“I'm fine. Tired, but fine. The doctor said it was a blood pressure problem, not another attack, and that a change in medication dosage should put me back to rights.”
A weight dropped off Emory's shoulders. “We'll get you home in no time,” she said. “Maybe I should take a couple of days off.” She tried not to think about how the practice would manage without her. “Make soup and that sort of thing?”
Holland squeezed her hand and the machine beeped a little faster. “Oh, my dear,” she said, with a tone that Emory didn't recognize. “This is going to be so hard. Let's not make it harder.”
“It won't be hard!” Emory said. “You're going to be fine, you've already done the difficult stuff. Leaving your job and everything, we're just smoothing out bumps now. And I'm here this time. I'll look after you.”
But Holland was shaking her head. “No,” she said simply.
Which was when it dawned on Emory what was happening, or what was about to happen. Her mouth went sour, her legs started to tremble. “What do you mean no?”
Holland was paler now and she lay her head back on the pillow. “I mean no, Emory. I mean that this has been lovely, wonderful, and I adore you, but it's time things came to an end.”
Emory swallowed. “Is this because I wasn't here? Because I'm truly sorry, because I should have been, because I never intended not to be here for you.”
Holland smiled a little. “In truth, yes, it is partially.”
“But it won't happen again.”
“It will,” Holland said, patiently. “And it should. I used to be in your position. I used to be you. I was the same as you. I know that the job will interfere again and it should. Really, it should. You're young, you're ambitious, and you should build your life.”
Emory blinked away a tear, getting frustrated now. “I can do both,” she said. “I can be with you and build a life with you.”
“No,” Holland said again. “No, you deserve better than this, Emory. You can do better than an old and broken woman. You need to have your life and I've already had mine.”
“You're talking like you're eighty.”
Holland laughed. “That's how I feel right now.”
“No, Holland. Please. Let's not do this. I have feelings for you, you know that. I feel like we're starting something here, and... And I love you, or I'm falling in love with you.”
“Which is why we should stop things now,” said Holland calmly. “Before you fall, we fall, any more deeply.”
“No.”
“Listen to me, Emory. You need your own life. Not one overshadowed by me, or by your father for that matter. You should have a new start, go out and live and see what's out there. The world can be a beautiful place and it has so much more in it than me, so much more than Lowry Falls.”
Emory's lips felt dry. Her stomach was aching and she didn't know what she could say to change Holland's mind. Because it didn't look like Holland's mind was going to change.
“Surrender your license, Emory. Do as the lawyers say. Then sell what you can and have a brand new start.”
Tears pricked at her eyes again. “I can't believe that you're saying that to me.”
“Let's not be like this,” Holland said, and she squeezed Emory's hand again. “Let's be adults, let's stay friends, let's understand that we both only want the best for each other.”
“I don't know, I don't know if I can do that.” How could she see Holland every day knowing that she couldn't touch her again?
“I'm leaving Lowry Falls,” Holland said quietly.
Emory wanted to scream no at the top of her voice. Instead she said: “For where?”
“I'm not sure yet. Another new start maybe,” Holland said. “But it's better if I go. Better for both of us probably.”
Suddenly Emory felt all the energy leave her body. She felt like a rag-doll, boneless and powerless.
“This won't be the worst thing that happens in your life, Emory. It hurts. I know. It hurts me too. But it's better this way, you have to trust me. I have feelings for you too, but we're at such different stages of our lives.”
“I should have been here,” Emory said.
“Yes,” Holland said, honestly. “But on the whole, this would have happened anyway.”
Emory took a deep breath. She didn't know what to say again and she was afraid that all her hurt was going to pour out of her mouth if she opened it. Holland was right about one thing. They should be adults about this. She wasn't going to change Holland's mind, she could see that.
She stood up, legs shaking, breath coming too fast, and bent over to softly kiss Holland's forehead.
She held the kiss as long as she could, knowing it was the last time, not wanting to break it.
And then she left without another word, her world crumbling and breaking all around her.



Chapter Twenty Nine
Holland was unfolding a packing box when Laura tapped on the kitchen window. Laura then proceeded to let herself in through the back door, Lucy yipping at her heels.
“I brought back your life-saver,” she said.
But Holland was too busy bending to fuss over the dog. From her pocket she pulled a package of Lucy's favorite treats and fed her a couple.
“Keep up like that and she'll be plotting your demise just so she can save you and get treats,” Laura said.
Holland laughed and stood up. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything. For calling the ambulance, for visiting, for looking after Lucy, I don't know how I can repay you.”
Laura just shrugged as though it was no big deal. “It's what we do for each other,” she said. “But if you really want to repay me I wouldn't mind a coffee from that fancy machine of yours. I'm parched.”
Holland busied herself getting cups and Laura pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sat. “So, you're really doing this?”
“Moving?” Holland asked. “Yes.”
Laura sniffed. “Sure it's the right thing to do?”
Holland passed her a cup of coffee and sat herself down. “Are we ever sure about anything?”
To which Laura snorted. “Bullshit. You're making a home for yourself here. People like you, you're accepted. Lowry Falls is a nice place to live, you won't find too many places like it.”
Which was maybe true. But Holland hadn't yet found the energy to go online and look for new rentals. The whole not having an assistant at your beck and call thing was taking some getting used to.
“It's the right call,” she said. “This is all too stressful for me.”
Laura almost choked on her coffee. “Seriously? This is stressful?”
“I got involved in things I shouldn't have got involved in. I need a quieter life. Just me and my books and I think I'm going to do a little writing.”
“The female John Grisham, huh?” Laura said.
“Something like that.”
“So it's nothing to do with Emory all this then?”
Laura's eyes gleamed as they looked at Holland and Holland knew that Laura already knew and she sighed. Why lie?
“Of course it does. Everything here is entangled with Emory in some way,” she said, wrapping her hands around her coffee cup. “I shouldn't have agreed to help her with her case, but I couldn't help myself. Every time I look at Lucy I think of Emory. But this whole thing... It can't work and I'd be stupid to think that it could.”
“Why's that then?” Laura asked, taking a sip of coffee.
It was Holland's turn to snort. “You know damn well why not. Just look at us! We're too different, in different places in our lives, Emory is young and I'm, well, I'm not.”
Laura took another sip of coffee, winced, and blew carefully across the liquid before she looked over at Holland. “You know, Ray was twenty years older than me. Close enough, anyway. He was thirty eight when we got married. I was younger than Emory.”
Holland bit her tongue. It sounded like Laura was just proving her point. Look how her relationship with Ray had turned out. He was dead and Laura was lonely.
“Oh, I know what you're thinking,” Laura said. “And plenty of people thought the same. Older man, young girl, but sometimes, just sometimes things like that work. It did for us. I'm no one to sit here in judgment because there's an age gap.”
“I never thought you were,” Holland said.
“Mmm, but you're thinking 'look at her now,' aren't you?” said Laura, raising an eyebrow and sipping at her coffee again. “And I see why. I'm alone. Ray's gone. Our last five years together I nursed him at home, nearly took everything I had to keep us both going at the end.”
Holland swallowed down a lump in her throat. She could hear just how much Laura had loved her husband.
“It didn't matter though.”
“Didn't it?” asked Holland, thinking that couldn't possibly be true.
But Laura shook her head. “You think that I'd have sacrificed all the good we had together to avoid those last few years, to avoid that ending?”
It was a romantic thought, a sign of true love perhaps. But Holland couldn't help wondering if it was just a matter of hindsight. Would Laura have said the same thing when she was in the midst of nursing her husband?
Laura sighed. “In the end, we can only do what's right for ourselves, I suppose. I'm no one to be sitting here and telling you what to do. I've no idea what you and Emory have together. I do know something though.”
“And what's that?” Holland asked.
“That when you find it, that precious speck of gold buried in the sand, that glittering diamond lying camouflaged by the water, then you'd be an idiot to ignore it. And an even bigger idiot to dig it up and then leave it lying there for someone else to find.”
“You're feeling poetic today,” Holland said.
“You're the one that wants to write,” Laura said, straightening up a little. “You can have that bit about specks of gold and camouflaged diamonds if you want. But I expect to be mentioned in the acknowledgment section of your first bestseller.”
Holland laughed. “Not a problem.”
“Maybe I'm being selfish,” said Laura. She stretched out her hand and patted Holland's. “But I don't want you to leave. I like you, Holland Goldmann. I'd like to consider you a friend. And I'll miss you. As will the rest of the bookclub, who, by the way, I've persuaded to read Lady Chatterley, you'll be glad to hear.”
Holland rolled her eyes, but inside her heart was filling with warmth. She couldn't remember the last time someone had called her friend. “I'll stay in touch,” she promised.
“You'd better,” sniffed Laura. “Especially if you're planning on being a bestselling writer. You can come and make a guest appearance at bookclub.”
“I'll think about it,” Holland laughed.
Laura stood up and put her coffee cup down. “I'll be leaving you to your packing then,” she said. “I'll drop by tomorrow.”
“You don't need to check on me,” Holland protested.
“Of course I do,” said Laura, letting herself out the back door. But then she popped her head back around the door. “I almost forgot to tell you the big news.”
“Which is?” asked Holland, already half-distracted by her boxes.
“I've got a date. Mags set me up with one of those online dating profiles and I got a hit. We're going out next weekend.”
Holland grinned. “You be safe out there.”
“It's been a while since I dated,” Laura confessed. “But I'm excited about it. Always worth looking for another speck of gold, right?”
And then she was off on her way and Holland wondered just where she got the energy from. Still dating in her sixties. She wondered what she'd be like at that age, if she reached that age.
Lucy whimpered in her sleep and Holland looked over at her.
“It's me and you, kid,” she said.
Lucy opened one eye.
“Yeah, I'm not always the best company. But I'm the best you've got right now. Given that you saved my life and all, there might be steak on the menu tonight.”
The dog closed her eyes again and for a second Holland could see Emory leaning over the basket, cradling Lucy's paw in her hand and her heart hurt.
It was a different kind of pain. Not the pressing, suffocating pain of a heart attack. It was sharper, deeper, more aching. Her heart was breaking and she knew that. Emory had snuck her way into Holland's heart and in the dark of night, when she was very honest, Holland could admit that she loved her.
Life with her had just been better. More cheerful. Happier. More meaningful.
But she had no right to take those things from someone who she might not be able to return them to. She was doing this for Emory, she reminded herself. Doing this because Emory deserved her own life, deserved her own time to build something.
Lucy whimpered again.
“Come on,” Holland said, throwing the half-formed box she was working on to one side. “Let's go for a walk. Walkies!”
Lucy opened one eye again and then closed it and snuggled deeper in her basket.
Holland sighed.
She needed to look for a new place, she needed to pack, she needed to figure out what she was doing and where she was going. Suddenly, the weight of leaving was just as heavy as the weight of staying.
If she closed her eyes she could feel Emory's skin, hear her breathing, smell her scent.
And her heart broke just a little bit more.



Chapter Thirty
It had been nearly a month by the time Emory drove up the familiar bumpy driveway. A month in which she deliberately kept herself away, not wanting to be face to face with her pain.
Holland had refused any overture on her part. It had become clear that Holland's mind was made up and try as she might, Emory couldn't find a crack to wriggle her way into Holland's life again.
And it did hurt. It hurt so much that at times she thought she might break from the pain. It hurt because she didn't know what to do, because Holland might be right even. Because maybe they were too different.
Emory didn't know if the differences made them weaker or stronger though, despite Holland's insistence that things couldn't work out. What she did know was that she dreamed of Holland. That she only had to close her eyes to see her face. That her heart was empty and her brain was confused and she felt lost and lonely and just plain terrible.
On the other hand, wasn't that how you were supposed to feel after a break up?
So she'd put off this moment. Not that it could be put off much longer. Laura had taken her aside in the village store just last week and told her that Holland really was leaving, that she had a couple of weeks to reconcile herself, to say her goodbyes.
Given how unpredictable business was, this was a rare afternoon without appointments and she knew that she had to show up, had to say farewell.
Reluctantly, she had to accept that Holland didn't want her.
The pain spiked through her heart again.
She drew her truck up in front of the farmhouse. Here it went. She hoped that she could control herself, hoped she wouldn't cry, hoped that she was strong enough to respect Holland's wishes.
There was no answer to her knock on the front door. Which was odd.
Pulse quickening just a little, Emory walked around the house. Maybe Holland was in one of the barns? But a quick inspection revealed nothing.
Her pulse sped up a little more. She thought of Holland lying out in the yard, found only because Lucy was a smart dog and Laura was a close neighbor.
Heart pounding, she glanced through the kitchen window and saw Lucy bouncing up and down barking.
Without thinking, she tried the back door and found it open. Holland was so used to living in the country now she didn't lock her doors. A sign that she was becoming assimilated, Emory guessed.
“Holland!” Her shout echoed through the house, Lucy jumped up at her legs.
Heart beating in her mouth, Emory rushed through the rest of the empty rooms until she came to the living room, still finding nothing but then her eyes narrowed and she took a breath. She peered out of the living room window.
Her own truck stood in the yard. But there was no sign of Holland's hulking SUV.
She let out a breath.
What an idiot.
She'd been so distracted by the idea of saying goodbye to Holland, and then by the idea of something having happened, that she'd failed to notice that the vehicle wasn't parked in its usual spot. Holland had obviously gone out.
And Emory had obviously just broken into her house.
She grimaced to herself and led Lucy back to the kitchen.
“Let's just pretend this didn't happen, okay Luce?” she said to the dog.
Lucy barked in response and Emory laughed. She'd just have to come back later, assuming that nothing else intervened in the meantime.
She looked around the kitchen, making sure she'd left no sign that she'd been in the house, and then her eye caught something on the table. A book, lying open. She was curious and stepped closer. The handwriting, she assumed, was Holland's.
And then she caught sight of her own name, written in Holland's elegant hand.
She couldn't help herself. She leaned down, getting closer to the page, reading the sentence with her name in it. Then reading the next one. Then reaching the end of the page. Then turning it.
Then she was sitting down and pulling Holland's journal to her and reading the entry.
It was a massive invasion of privacy and it was wrong and her stomach turned at the very idea of what she was doing.
Which didn't stop her.
She wouldn't read everything, she promised herself. She really wouldn't. But this was about her too, the whole entry was about her and she had to do this. She had to know if there was a chink in Holland's armor.
Lucy curled up at her feet and Emory continued to read and the light in the kitchen gradually faded into evening.
✽✽✽
 
“Anything else?”
“No, just the dog food,” Holland said, passing over a bill.
“Heard we won't be seeing you in here for much longer,” Bill, the shopkeeper, said as he opened up the register. “It's a shame, I just restocked that dry food that Lucy likes so much.”
“Unfortunately, it's true,” Holland said. “Moving on and all that.”
Bill nodded. “Gotta do what you gotta do, I guess,” he said, handing over her change.
Holland smiled and thanked him before going out into the late afternoon chill.
“Ms. Goldmann!”
She looked over and saw a handsome young man who she didn't recognize until she realized he was wearing far more sensible clothing than the last time she saw him. “Pat, right?”
He nodded. “And Laura's just told me that you won't need any landscaping?”
“That's right,” she said. “But maybe the next renter will, you'll have to ask. I'll  leave your card on the kitchen table so they know where to find you.”
“Thanks,” Pat said. “Appreciate it. You look after yourself.”
Holland nodded, smiled, and then almost crashed into Chris as she turned to go to her car.
“Hey there, stranger,” Chris said, eyebrows practically waving in the breeze. “I hoped I'd run into you. Just wanted to say my goodbyes and to make sure you've got my email. We should stay in touch, if only so that I can regale you with just how badly our reading of Lady Chatterley goes.”
Holland laughed. “Yes, I'll admit that I'm going to be sad to miss that, it does sound as though it'll be rather entertaining.”
“I'll keep you posted,” Chris said. “I'm going to miss you, we all are.”
He leaned in and kissed her cheek and over his shoulder Holland could see the driveway to the vet practice. The driveway that she'd carefully not parked in front of.
“I'll miss you too,” she said.
Once Chris was on his way, she clicked her keyfob and opened the car, loading Lucy's food into the back seat. But her eyes were drawn back to the vet's.
She sighed.
It hadn't been easy. She hadn't been easy. Not seeing Emory had seemed like the best way for them to get over each other, so she hadn't answered calls, she hadn't agreed to meetings. After all, what was there left to say?
Nothing but goodbye.
She'd known that she'd have to say it. Known that she couldn't just leave town without seeing her one more time.
She looked up at the darkening sky and closed her eyes as the cold breeze froze her face. Why not now? Why not here?
It would be better to do this at the clinic, surely? And it was turning out to be a day of goodbyes anyway. Maybe she should just get it over with.
One last look at her. One last hug perhaps. One last chance to smell that scent, to feel that skin, to hear her voice.
She slammed the car door shut and hurried across the road before she could give herself time to change her mind.
“We're closed,” came a voice from the back. Then the red-headed receptionist, Mags, stuck her head around the door and saw Holland.
“Hi,” Holland said, awkwardly. “Is Emory around?”
Mags shook her head and Holland's heart plummeted. Of course she wasn't here. She was running a growing business, why would she be here?
“Ms. Goldmann, you okay?”
Holland felt her breath coming a little faster. “Yes, yes, I'm fine.”
Mags came closer, close enough that she could catch Holland if she fell.
“I'm fine,” Holland said, controlling herself. She'd prepared herself to say goodbye and now there was no one to say goodbye to.
Mags shrugged. “If you say so.”
Holland turned to leave.
“Ms. Goldmann?”
She turned back. “Yes?”
Mags stared at her, then shrugged again. “It's none of my business, but just so you know, she loves you.”
Holland shook her head. “No, she thinks she loves me.”
“You let her go then you're stupider than you have a right to be. Emory has her faults for sure, but she's always been decisive, always known what she wanted, and always been right about it too.”
“You're right,” Holland said sharply. “This is none of your business.”
She stomped out of the clinic and back into the freezing cold. Honestly. So many people saying they were going to miss her, and so many people involved in her personal business. There were things she might not miss about living in Lowry Falls.
And maybe she should just go. Perhaps that would be easier. No final goodbye, no drama, just sneaking out silently into the night and then gone forever.
She turned on the engine and pulled out of her parking space. It was so typical of Emory not to be where Holland wanted her to be. But for once, maybe it was for the best.



Chapter Thirty One
It had been a long night. Dark and black and longer than any night that Emory could remember. Now that the gray dawn light was starting to peek through the curtains she was relieved more than anything else.
Relieved but still confused.
She should not have read Holland's journal, she was well aware of that.
She was also well aware of the fact that the few pages she had read lingered in her mind.
She had sealed her own fate, she saw that now. She saw how afraid Holland was of being alone, of trusting people, and how by not showing up, by not being at the hospital, she'd simply fulfilled Holland's prophecy.
With all night to think she'd slowly come to the realization that she'd been selfish. She'd walked into this relationship thinking that she didn't need to change, thinking that she could love Holland and have the whole rest of her life continue as normal.
Which was hardly fair, was it?
A relationship needed balance, compromise, sacrifice even. Yet she wasn't thinking about changing. She was thinking about changing Holland instead, thinking about making her stay, making her accept how hard Emory's job was, thinking about persuading her that their relationship could work.
Not that she'd intentionally done anything wrong. She'd just been blinkered, blinded by what she wanted until she wasn't thinking about what Holland wanted.
Holland wasn't a delicate flower. But she was a woman who had learned not to trust people, not to let them in. In her own defense, Emory hadn't known how hard it had been for Holland to be vulnerable in front of her. Even so, she might have had some idea if she'd listened better, paid more attention.
She swung her legs around and got out of bed, stumbling to the hot shower before the cold of her bedroom could nip at her heels.
This had all gone to shit.
And she didn't know what to do about it.
Hot water ran over her skin and she closed her eyes and Holland's face appeared immediately in front of her.
She didn't know what to do, but she was sure about what she wanted.
The last few weeks had been terrible. Not in a 'stay in bed and cry' kind of way, not in an 'I can't function' kind of way. But in a dull way, like all the light had been taken away, like she'd been fighting through fog all day until she could fall into bed.
Just being in Holland's house, just seeing her handwriting, had made light sparkle around her. Try as she might, she couldn't ignore the fact that her life was darker without Holland in it.
Except Holland didn't want to be in her life and Emory hadn't exactly made things better by reading her private journal, something she had to come clean about at some point.
She growled quietly in the back of her throat, the sound building up until it was a loud scream of frustration echoing around the bathroom.
And then she got out of the shower, got dressed, and got ready for work, because what else was there to do? The world hadn't stopped just because she'd been dumped.
THE LAST PATIENT of the morning left the clinic and Emory sighed in relief.
“You look like you haven't slept for days,” Mags said, handing her a coffee.
“Do you think I'm selfish?” Emory asked in reply.
Mags shrugged. “Aren't we all sometimes? I don't think you're truly selfish. I do think that you're driven and that means you don't always consider things outside of what you want. But again, most people are selfish most of the time, it's just the way we are.”
Emory groaned. “Not helpful.”
Mags laughed. “So we're doing character critiques, are we?”
Emory bit her lip, then sighed. “I don't know. I don't feel right, I... I think I've screwed up here, Mags. I like Holland, I like her a lot and I've tried being without her and I don't like that. But what I don't know is how to change positions, how to go from not having her to having her, or from not liking not having her to being okay with not having her. If any of that makes sense?”
There was a long pause, then Mags said: “Do you love her?”
“Yes.” The answer came without thought, just pure truth.
“Then that's all that matters in the end, isn't it?”
“How can it be? I've screwed things up, I'm not who she wants me to be, or I'm not who she needs. I'm not someone she thinks she can build a relationship with.”
“Then change her mind, show her that you are what she needs,” Mags said, simply. “I'm not saying you need to change your whole self, but if you love her and you think you're good for her, then prove it.”
“And just how in the hell am I supposed to do that?”
“Well, what does Holland need you to be? Think about that. Think about what the obstacles are in her mind and how they could be overcome.”
Emory frowned in thought. Mags was onto something here.
Not that this was easy.
Not that the choices were going to be simple ones.
But if the reward at the end of the day was just one more night in Holland's arms, wouldn't that be worth it?
“Oh, and stop cutting yourself off from her. I get that seeing her is painful, but if you guys are going to work this out then you're going to need to at least talk to each other, at least have an excuse to be in each other's company for a while.”
And the idea was starting to come together.
Emory blew out a breath. The pieces were all there, she just had to assemble them. To hell with deciding things, the decisions were already made as far as she was concerned. Those decisions that had seemed so hard before weren't even an issue in the moment.
She handed her coffee cup back to Mags. “I'll be back for evening clinic hours,” she said, before she rushed back to grab her coat and truck keys.
THIS TIME SHE checked for the SUV before knocking. Then the door was opening and Holland was looking out and Emory's heart about stopped in her chest.
There was no doubt about it, said a cheeky voice at the back of her head, she was absolutely and definitively in love. Just a glance at Holland and the whole world lit up around her and the plan that had seemed so flimsy in her head suddenly seemed like it might work after all. Maybe she had a chance.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” Holland said, uncertainly.
“Um, do you think I could come in?”
Holland said nothing, but stood back and let Emory into the house. It took everything Emory had not to reach for her waist and pull her into a kiss. The air crackled between them.
This was something Holland wanted too, the few pages of the journal that Emory had read had been enough to tell her that. Showing Holland that it could work was going to be the problem.
“I'm not here to persuade you to stay,” was the first thing Emory said when they reached the kitchen. She saw the journal on the counter and blushed.
“Good,” Holland said. “Coffee?”
Emory shook her head. No distractions. She needed to say what she had to say.
“I've, um, come to ask for your help, actually.”
“My help?” Holland said, raising an eyebrow in a way that kind of made Emory want to throw her down on the kitchen table.
Emory nodded. “We should handle things like adults, you're totally right. Which means being honest with each other. And I think it's probably not a great idea to have you represent me in court.”
Holland blew out a breath but Emory just kept on going.
“In fact, you might be right about giving up my license and taking the easy way out. However, I'm still not convinced that this case is all it says it is.”
“Okay,” Holland said, putting her hands on the back of a chair. “So where does my help come in?”
“You're experienced with this kind of stuff,” Emory said. This was how they were going to spend time together. This was how she could persuade Holland to see her and talk to her and be with her, this, she hoped would give her the chance she needed to show Holland that they could be good together.
“What stuff?”
“Listen, I want to investigate what actually happened. Go talk to some people, try and get the real story.”
“Emory—”
“No, hold up. I know I might not get answers. But I've got a better chance of getting answers with my lawyer there. It's no stress for you, you just need to look threatening and give me your advice. No court appearances or anything.”
“And if we don't find anything?”
“Then I'll go ahead and take the offer from Downes' attorney.”
“Surrender your license? Start over somewhere?”
“Just like you wanted,” Emory said, crossing her fingers because she wasn't sure how much of this was true.
She was sure that she needed answers and that Holland could help her get them. She was also sure that one of the changes she needed to make in her life was asking for help rather than trying to do everything alone. And this was her first step. If Holland would agree.
Finally, Holland nodded. “Okay, I'll help.”
Emory grinned and restrained herself from leaping across the table and hugging her.



Chapter Thirty Two
What the hell was she doing?
The answer to that was both simple and complex. Just at the moment, quite simply, she was taking the last opportunity to be with Emory. This was all just an excuse to sit next to her, to smell her, to see her smile, hear her voice.
Even if her head was yelling at her for being an idiot.
The more complex answer was that she did have some sort of professional obligation to Emory. And acting as her lawyer, as an independent witness to what was to come, was within the bounds of that obligation.
Plus, she couldn't help being curious. As much as she wished Emory would take the easy way out, she did privately feel that there was more going on with the law suit than was apparent.
So, a combination of drooling, inappropriate lust and clinical, factual legal work. Not exactly a match made in heaven.
“It's right up here,” Emory said, turning on the blinker of the old truck.
“You should have let me drive,” Holland complained, the springs in the old seat digging into her back.
“Your big old SUV is terrifying, I don't want this to be a confrontation. Shane Richards can be an ass, but I've known him pretty much my whole life. I don't think he's deliberately setting out to screw me over.”
Holland considered this. “Maybe, maybe not,” she allowed. “Either way, I've already talked to him and I'm not sure what more he has to say.”
“No, this is where it begins, trust me, I have a hunch.”
This was a new kind of Emory. One that was acting, not dreaming, one that was thinking clearly and had a plan. Holland couldn't help but be impressed. Okay, this whole thing might not work out, but Emory was making smart decisions. She hadn't decided to face the man alone, for example, she was taking a witness.
“There, right here.” Emory pulled the truck up and stopped the engine.
Just as they were jumping down from the cab, Shane Richards walked out of his house. Holland shivered and pulled her jacket closer around her, then followed Emory as she stalked up the driveway.
“Come to sell your place?” Shane said, as they all met in the driveway.
“I've come to ask you some questions,” Emory answered evenly.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “With your lawyer? Really?”
“I'm just here as a witness,” said Holland. “Ignore me.”
Shane huffed and Emory jumped into the space that his silence left. “Listen, I need to talk to you about the case. About the horse. Peabody's Child.”
Shane just shook his head. “Listen, Em, I can't talk about that. And I've gotta say, I was surprised. We might have our differences, but I really didn't think you'd leave an animal in that condition.”
Holland stepped back, expecting Emory to lose her temper, to defend herself. Instead, Emory quietly said: “But that's the thing, Shane. Pea wasn't in any kind of bad condition when I left him.”
“Yeah, right,” Shane said. He leaned on the roof of his car, some kind of expensive sportscar unsuited to the snow in Holland's opinion.
“No, hear me out here, Shane,” Emory said. “I was called in to take a look at Pea. David Downes was there, as was Will, the stable head. Pea was certainly lame, though only a little, barely noticeable. I did the regular tests, checked for reactions, heat, checked the hoof and ligaments. You know how difficult these diagnoses can be.”
Shane grunted in agreement.
“Then I tentatively diagnosed tendonitis, prescribed full stable rest and some anti-inflammatories, which Will said he had on hand, and scheduled to come back the next day.”
Holland watched Shane's face as his eyes narrowed.
“That doesn't gel with what I saw at all,” he said. “By the time I got there, Pea was fully lame and could barely put weight on his leg at all. The tendons weren't just inflamed, they were strained and injured.”
“There's no way in hell that the horse I saw the day before had a fully injured tendon,” said Emory reasonably. “He could put weight on the leg. He wasn't sound, but he also could walk.”
“So something happened between you seeing the horse and me seeing him that injured that tendon,” Shane said, frowning.
“That's what I think.”
Shane nodded. “I think I might have an idea of what went on. Will was bad-mouthing you left, right, and center.”
Holland decided it was time to interject here. “Just so you know, nothing helpful will come out of this without some kind of evidence being found,” she said. “I can't convince a court, a judge, or a lawyer of anything based solely on gossip and what people have heard.”
Shane gave an evil smile. “Oh, don't worry,” he said. “I've got a plan.”
EMORY PLACED HER cell phone in the holder on the dash and pressed the speaker button.
“Make sure you're recording all this,” Shane said, his voice crackling from the phone as he walked across the yard.
“We're recording,” Holland said from next to Emory.
“This is legal, right?” Emory asked.
“Yes,” said Holland. “As your lawyer and as your...” She just stopped herself saying girlfriend. “As your friend, I certainly wouldn't let you do anything illegal.”
Emory glanced at her out of the side of her eye and Holland's heart broke all over again. She was doing the right thing, she reminded herself. She was doing this for Emory, not for herself. Emory needed her own life, her own youth, her own everything.
“You two had better keep it down,” Shane said on the other end of the phone. “No telling if anyone else will be able to hear you. And I'm almost there. I see him now. No more talking.”
Holland looked at Emory and saw her hands were tight on the steering wheel. “It's going to be fine,” she whispered, suddenly sure that it would be.
Then Shane shouted Will's name and all their attention turned to the phone on the dash.
“Doc, what you doing up here?” Will's voice said.
“Just dropped by,” said Shane, breezily. “Wanted to have a quick word with you, if that's alright?”
There was a loud sniff. “S'pose I've got time. What's troubling you?”
“I'm just wondering, since you're an experienced horseman and all...”
“Oh, I wouldn't say that,” Will said, but his voice sounded proud nevertheless. Shane was flattering him, a good strategy in Holland's book.
“Well, like I said, I was wondering,” Shane continued. “You've got a horse, bit of lameness, nothing serious, what would you recommend for that?”
Another sniff. “Well, I always like giving 'em a run around,” Will said. Holland's heart flew up into her mouth. “Stretch 'em out a little bit. Works more often than not. Put a bit of freezing spray on to numb the immediate pain and then let 'em work it off. Nothing strenuous, just a trot around the school and that'll fix it generally. They get a bit of stiffness, you know how it is.”
There was a pause and Holland was holding her breath and Emory's eyes were squeezed tight closed.
“Which is what you did with Peabody's Child then, is it?” Shane asked.
“Hey, I didn't say—”
“After Doctor Carter had specifically told you not to work the horse, that rest and anti-inflammatories were the way to go?”
Tension crackled in the air. “No place for a woman around here,” spat Will, finally. “No idea what she's talking about that one.”
“Except she does, doesn't she, Will?” Shane said calmly. “Because you froze Pea's leg and let him try to walk off 'the stiffness' but ended up injuring him so badly that he can't run anymore.”
Another long pause. Holland suddenly found that she was gripping Emory's hand and she didn't know who had started it, but she knew that she couldn't let go, not right now.
“Don't tell the boss, doc,” Will finally said, his voice whiny. “Don't tell Downes, eh? We can keep this between us. Doc Carter's insurance is gonna pay for the damage anyway, we don't need to tell anyone else, eh?”
Holland reached out and ended the call.
“Hey,” Emory said.
“No,” said Holland. “We got what we needed. We don't want to record anything that we shouldn't, do we?” When Emory's face didn't clear, she added: “Shane is probably angry, he might say some things he could regret, it's better that we don't have those things on tape.”
“Ah, yes, right.”
Emory seemed to notice that her hand was in Holland's and she hastily withdrew it and only then did Holland see that there were tears in her eyes.
“I'm sorry,” said Emory. “I just... I knew that I'd done nothing wrong. I can't believe... I'm just relieved is all.”
Holland nodded, unsure of what to do. She wanted to hold Emory, to make her feel better, but that would be sending the wrong kind of message. “With this recording, we should be able to clear everything up quite quickly,” she said as comfortingly as she could.
Emory nodded and big blue eyes looked up at her and Holland clenched her fists with the effort of not falling into Emory all over again. The woman was just about getting her life together, kissing her wasn't going to help.
“Thank you,” Emory said.
But Holland couldn't help noticing that Emory didn't look quite as excited as she would have expected.



Chapter Thirty Three
They sat at Holland's kitchen table, Holland's phone between them, Lucy sleeping in her basket, a fire crackling in the fireplace.
“It shouldn't be long,” Holland said. “Lansing needs to negotiate with his client, with Downes, and then he'll get right back to me.”
“And that'll be it, over?” asked Emory.
“Unless you'd like me to ask for damages, which you're more than entitled to.”
Emory shook her head. She wondered when the right time would be to say what she needed to say, when she should broach the subject, and her heart thumped in her chest.
Had she done enough to show Holland that she could deal with her problems, that she could ask for help when she needed it? That she didn't just have to do her job? That they could work well together? She had no idea.
She knew that she needed time to really prove herself, but that was the one thing lacking. Holland's packing boxes were stacked against the kitchen wall reminding her over and over again that soon, very soon, Holland was going to walk out of her life forever.
Emory wasn't going to let that happen.
Which meant she had to start talking.
She cleared her throat.
Holland looked up from staring at her phone, willing it to ring. She was wearing an open-necked shirt, one button too many undone so that Emory could see a hint of cleavage that made her stomach warm and her legs tremble when she looked at it.
“I, uh, I need to confess something,” Emory said.
Holland's eyes widened. “Jesus, it's not about the case, is it? Because we've about got this wrapped up and if you tell me something now that can impact the outcome...”
“No,” Emory said. “It's not the case.” She took a deep breath. “It's personal. I, um, there's really no easy way to say this. I read some of your journal.”
Holland drew back, her eyes sparking with anger. “You what?”
Emory repeated herself.
“What? How? Jesus, Emory, that's the last thing I'd have expected from you.”
And Emory started to talk, explaining how it had happened, how she'd been in the house, how she'd thought something was wrong, how seeing the open page had been an accident, but turning the page hadn't been.
“It was a massive invasion of privacy,” she finished up with. “And I shouldn't have done it and I swear to you that it's not something I'll ever do again.”
“But,” said Holland. “I feel like there's a 'but' coming on here.”
Emory licked dry lips. “I don't think I truly understood before how important it was to you that I was with you. You talked about how the first time you were in hospital there was no one there and it about broke my heart. And I guess it made me understand a little better just how hard it was for you to open up to me, and then I go and blow it all by not showing up when you need me.”
“I'm not sure you needed to read my journal for that, I could have told you.”
“I agree. Maybe a problem that we had as a couple was that we weren't really willing to commit fully. We weren't willing to communicate about the hard stuff, to compromise, to work at building something.”
“Perhaps,” Holland said. Her voice was softer now and her anger was receding. “It's good to learn from our mistakes.”
“Is that what this was, a mistake?” asked Emory.
Holland smiled then shook her head. “Mistakes were made,” she said. “But the whole relationship wasn't a mistake. I prefer to see it like a dream. A nice dream. But one that we needed to wake up from, because you don't live in a dream, do you? We need to live in the real world.”
Emory smiled. “On that, I couldn't agree with you more. Live in the real world.” She tapped her fingers on the table. “It's something I'm working on.”
Holland nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but the phone on the table rang.
“It's him,” Holland said. “I'll take it in the living room.”
She picked up the phone, disappearing with it and leaving Emory sitting at the table wondering if the moment was gone. She'd been building up to telling her, getting her courage together, trying to find the words.
As important as the lawyer's phone call was, she was unsettled now that her momentum had been interrupted.
“They're just words,” she said to herself. “You can do this. You can say them.”
The same mantra had worked the day before, when she'd been standing outside Shane Richard's office trying to force herself to go in and say what needed to be said.
Then his door had opened and he'd practically bumped into her and he'd asked her why she was there. At first, she'd lost her nerve.
“I was up at Jock Eadson's place earlier,” she'd said. “Looking at his cattle. Third visit.”
Shane had frowned. “That's Alex's patient,” he'd said, naming one of his partners.
“They wanted a second opinion, which I gave them. Good thing too,” said Emory, knowing she sounded combative but needing to go ahead anyway. “Alex scared the bejesus out of Jock, throwing around big diagnoses with no tests to back them up. He spent all of five minutes on the farm and had Jock convinced he was going to have to slaughter his heard.”
Shane had leaned against his desk, arms folded. “The herd are okay?”
Emory had nodded.
“Alex can be quick off the mark. Too quick maybe,” Shane had said, but his face had looked worried and he was obviously concerned. Which gave Emory hope that maybe he was a good person, a good vet, someone who cared. Maybe this was all going to come right in the end.
“But that's not really what I wanted to talk to you about,” she'd said.
“Well, why don't you go ahead and take a seat then?”
She'd done as she was told and they'd talked. Really talked. And she'd left feeling like the problem was almost solved but perhaps not quite. Shane hadn't sounded as sure as she'd have liked.
“It's over,” Holland said, walking into the kitchen and bringing Emory firmly back into the present.
“Over?”
“The suit has been dropped,” said Holland. “And there's something else.”
What now? The words were dancing on the end of Emory's tongue and she needed to spit them out or she was going to lose her nerve for real. But Holland just kept on talking.
“In lieu of damages, Downes has offered to keep you on retainer as vet for the whole stable,” Holland said. “A fair deal. He's expecting a call from you to work out the details.”
The perfect opportunity. “That won't be necessary,” Emory said, hardly believing that she was saying the words.
Holland pulled out a chair. “I thought you'd be delighted.”
It was time. Emory took a deep breath.
“It won't be necessary because I'm selling the practice,” she said. Not precisely true, since Shane hadn't jumped at the idea as fast as she'd thought. But he was talking to his partners, a sale wasn't long off.
“You are?” Holland asked.
Emory nodded. “I am. Changes need to be made. You were definitely right about that. I need to start living my own life. I don't need to run my father's business. I can find something of my own. I was thinking about joining another practice, somewhere where I wouldn't be the only vet. So I'd have time off and weekends free. Although I won't need to work for a few months at least, I'll be able to take some time just to... Uh, just to...”
Holland was watching her and Emory was about to lose it, stumbling over her words. She had to take another big breath, feeling the air in her lungs, letting the words settle in her head before she could continue.
“The thing is, Holland, I love you.”
Holland opened her mouth but Emory kept right on talking.
“I love you and nothing's going to change that. I understand that I haven't been there for you, but that's going to change and I think you should give me a chance to prove myself. Another chance, I mean. Wherever it is that you're moving to, I will follow.”
“Emory...”
“No, not in a creepy way, I don't mean I'll live with you or anything, not if you don't want. But I'll come to the same area, I'll be close by, I'll try and try again to be the person that you want me to be, the person that you need, Holland.”
“Emory...”
“I won't work all the time, I will put you first, I'll find something of my own, a position that I'm happy in. But mostly, I'll be there when you change your mind.”
“Emory...”
“Please, Holland. Give me another chance. Please see the changes that I'm making for you. Please let me do this.”
The words ran out and Emory was so full of emotion that the tears were leaking from her eyes before she knew what was happening. Holland was reaching for her hand and it all came down to this moment.
Surely Holland was happy now?
“Emory,” Holland said. “My darling. I'm sorry. But no.”



Chapter Thirty Four
The night was freezing, but Holland stood in front of the open back door anyway. Cold bit into her skin and she didn't move, letting the temperature punish her.
Lucy trotted around the back yard, sniffing around the barns, a shadow flitting in the moonlight.
In the end, she just couldn't let it happen. She couldn't let Emory sacrifice herself like that. Okay, yes, she'd seen that Emory could put a relationship before work. But the thing was, even with that, even with Emory trying to become what she thought Holland wanted to be, it was still giving something up.
Holland wanted the world for Emory. She didn't want her to give anything up at all.
“Yoo-hoo!”
Holland groaned.
Not that she didn't want to see Laura, but now really wasn't the time.
“Yoo-hoo!”
Laura appeared around the corner of the house, stumbling a little as she came into view.
“Laura!” Holland said, taking a step out. “Are you drunk?”
“Perhaps a tad,” Laura said earnestly. “But it was warranted, I assure you.”
Holland stepped aside and let Laura into the warmth of the kitchen. “And why exactly was it warranted?”
Laura snorted. “I had three glasses of wine, Holland, I'm not an alcoholic yet. Plus, I had my first date in forty years, so forgive me if I was a little nervous.”
“I'd forgotten,” Holland said. Automatically, she went to the coffee machine and poured a cup for Laura, who was sitting at the kitchen table. “How did it go?”
“Terribly,” said Laura. “He was a bore and  his nose hair was longer than his nostrils. Not an attractive look. Doesn't mean I'm going to stop trying though. In fact, I've had Mags set me up with another date next week. Fall off the horse, get right back on, isn't that what they say?”
Were horses going to remind her of Emory every time they were mentioned? Holland tried to smile at Laura. “I'm sure you'll have better luck next time.”
“And no neighbor to drunkenly come home to,” Laura said, a flash of sadness in her eyes. “I had him drop me off here so he didn't know where I lived, just in case he was a serial killer or something.”
Holland sighed. “So you had him stop by my house instead, thanks very much.”
“It's not like you're going to be in it for much longer,” Laura pointed out.
“I suppose.” Holland looked out of the window. She couldn't see Lucy, but she was sure the dog would come scratching at the door when she wanted to be let back inside. Stray flakes of snow were starting to dance in the air.
“You look like someone's spent all your money,” said Laura.
“Huh?”
“Miserable, you look miserable,” Laura clarified, picking up her coffee and sloshing a little over the rim of her cup. “Let me guess. Emory?”
Holland half-smiled. “Will it ever be anything else?” she sighed.
“Not if you're going to keep being an idiot about things.”
“What's idiotic about it?” asked Holland. “I want her to have her own life, I want her to be her own person.”
“No, you want her to fall into line with what you want. Which is confusing, but not really the same thing. You say you want her to  make her own decisions, but when she tries, you rebuff her because you think she should be making other decisions.” Laura put her cup down again. “I've had too much wine for this conversation.”
“I'm not good for her,” Holland stated flatly.
“Bullshit.”
“I'm sorry?”
“Bullshit,” Laura said again. “She was happy, any of us could see that. How can you not be good for someone when you make them happy?”
“Because...”
“Because you don't think she knows what makes her happy because you know better?” Laura said. “Seriously? She's not a child. She's almost thirty and you're walking around like she's a toddler. You're the one being stupid here, not her. If you want the truth.”
Holland stared down at the table top.
“The truth, Ms. Goldmann, is that you're throwing up needless obstacles because you're afraid. But you know what? Fear is a good thing.”
“Is it?” Holland murmured.
“Fear keeps you on your toes, it keeps you aware, fear is what tells you that you're about to risk something. And falling in love is nothing if not a risk. Falling in love isn't like slipping into a gentle, warm bath. It's jumping into a fiery volcano. It's dangerous and incredible and terrifying and beautiful all at the same time.”
“Something else that you'll let me put in one of my books?” Holland teased, even though her skin was prickling with the truth of what Laura was saying.
“I'll tell you something,” said Laura, leaning in closer. “I'd give anything I have, I'd give my life, if I could have Ray back for even one second. Just one brief moment of him being in the world again. The world without him is an empty place and it's dark and it's scary, and it's far worse than anything you could imagine.”
Holland blinked away tears.
“So don't you go around deliberately making your world darker and emptier and scarier,” said Laura. “Because one day that'll happen to you anyway. You won't have any choice. And then you'll look back and realize what a fool you were for forcing it on yourself.”
Scraping her chair back, Holland got up. She couldn't deal with this conversation anymore. She went to the back door and opened it, calling out for Lucy.
Then she waited for the familiar scratching of claws on stone. But the sound never came. Instead, the snow that had been threatening was suddenly dumping itself over the back yard, the barns, the fields, the world was turning white and Holland called for Lucy again.
“She's probably hiding in one of the barns, out of the weather,” Laura said, taking charge. “Get your coat, we'll go and look for her.”
Feeling numb inside, Holland did exactly as she was told.
Snow crunched under their feet and the snow dimmed and dulled the yard, making every sound echo and yet making the world seem a quieter place.
“Lucy,” Holland called.
“Lucy,” cried Laura.
But there was no answer. Holland found flashlights in a kitchen drawer and the weak yellow circles of light danced around the barns. Cobwebs sparkled in the rafters, empty spaces seemed hollow in the freezing air.
And there was no sign of Lucy.
“Where is she?” groaned Holland.
Losing Lucy would be the last straw. The very last thing that she could deal with. Lucy, the dog she'd never wanted, had slid so easily into her life. She'd been the reason that Holland had met Emory, the reason she'd been found lying in the yard after her blood pressure spiked.
She was the only comfort that Holland could find. Knowing that wherever she moved to, Lucy would go with her, was the only small thing that looked like a glimpse of light.
“Lucy!” she shouted with all her might.
Laura was slipping and sliding over the stones now. “There's footprints. Um, pawprints? But the snow's starting to cover them.”
“Where?” Holland yelled back.
“Over here, going out into the fields,” Laura cried, coming in closer.
Holland made as if to go out of the yard, but Laura stopped her.
“You won't find anything on foot,” she said. “There's a quad bike in the barn, you need to take that.”
Holland darted a glance at the barn.
She hadn't taken the bike out since Emory had gone with her. She could barely remember how to drive it.
She looked over at Laura. No. Laura had had far too much to drink. That wasn't a solution at all. Then she looked back at the barn.
Fine, okay, she could do this. It wasn't exactly rocket science. That's what Emory had said anyway.
“Go back to the house,” she told Laura. “Keep an eye out for Lucy in case she comes back. And if I'm not back in half an hour then call, I don't know, the police, I guess? Go on, out of the cold, quick now.”
Laura ran back to the house as Holland strode toward the barn. She could do this. For Lucy, she could do this.
She clambered up onto the bike, thickly gloved hands pressing the starter button and then gripping the handlebars. She found the headlights, switching them on so that a cold white-blue glare lit the barn, then very, very slowly, she backed out into the yard.
She could do this.
The bike bumped over the stony yard, tires gripping the icy surface so that Holland felt more confident and went a little faster.
Out into the fields, where the wind cut right through her to the bone, and now she was going even faster, calling out Lucy's name, looking for any sign of her.
She could do this.
And then the world was tumbling around her until she didn't know which way was up and the roar of the engine became muffled and choked and then stopped and it was dark and so, so quiet. She might be upside down, she thought.
But her eyelids were too heavy to keep open any longer.
Snow fell, flake by flake, beginning to cover the axle of the quad bike, the bulky tires, and Holland's dark jacket.



Chapter Thirty Five
There was a snuffling sound. Like a wild animal. A bear perhaps, a thought that made Holland both want to open her eyes and keep them closed.
There was something else too though. A crunching noise, the sound of something heavy moving. Then a sharp curse word that didn't sound like any bear Holland had ever heard of.
“Come on then,” said a voice. “Enough snow-bathing.”
Something, someone, was taking her arm, propping her upright. With great effort, Holland managed to open her eyes. But in the darkness and the snow she couldn't see the bulky figure that was attempting to rescue her.
Then the wind shifted and she didn't need to see anything. She smelled lemons and coconut and musk. She smelled Emory and clung on tight as she was man-handled to her feet.
“It's fine, you're fine,” Emory muttered through cold lips.
“Lu-lu-lu-lucy,” chattered Holland.
“She's here,” said Emory. “Not to worry. Luce!”
The shout brought the snuffling noise back again and Holland just had time to recognize the dog before Emory was pushing her up against the quad bike.
“Think you can climb it?” she asked.
The bike looked like a mountain and Holland's fingers and toes were numb, so she shook her head and Emory started pushing her from behind until eventually she was teetering on the seat of the bike.
“Here,” Emory said, thrusting a wriggling bundle into her arms.
Holland looked down at Lucy and then clasped the warmth to her as Emory climbed up onto the bike and started the engine.
“Hold on,” Emory shouted against the wind. And they were off.
THE FIRE CRACKLED merrily in the grate and Holland huddled as close to it as she dared. She was slowly starting to thaw, her fingers aching as they held a mug of hot chocolate.
“Right,” Emory said, coming into the living room. “I've packed Laura safely off home with strict instructions to text me as soon as she gets in the door. She wouldn't hear of me walking her there.”
“Stubborn,” Holland said, jaw still feeling slightly frozen.
“That would be the pot calling the kettle black,” Emory said. “Lucy's fed and watered and none the worse for wear. Which only leaves you.”
Emory came closer, sitting down next to her on the rug by the fire. Holland blushed at the memory of the last time they were on the rug together, the thought of Emory's body in her arms, the thought of soft kisses on her neck.
The thought of the one person she'd ever really loved coming to her rescue.
“What happened?” she said, not able to look at Emory.
“You went too fast, hit something and fell off,” said Emory. “That's the basics of it. There's a slightly longer version if you like?”
Holland nodded, happy to stay silent.
“I offered to give up everything for you and you threw me out,” Emory said quietly. “And then I got home and had time to think about things and decided that you might have been right. So I came to tell you so.”
Holland squeezed her eyes tight shut. She knew. She knew it all. She knew how stubborn and stupid she'd been. She knew how impossible to please she'd been. And here was Emory, right where and when she needed her, quite literally saving her life.
“Emory,” she started.
“No,” said Emory. “Let me speak.”
✽✽✽
 
One last shot.
She didn't even know why she was there, except that no matter what she couldn't just let Holland go. It had hurt so badly when Holland had turned her down, told her to leave, that Emory hadn't been thinking straight.
Until she'd taken a moment to really think, to consider why Holland might turn her down when she was only offering everything that Holland wanted, when she was going to change into what Holland wanted.
Then she'd known that she had to have one last shot. One last truthful shot. But by the time she'd gotten to the farmhouse, Laura was mad with worry and Emory had pulled out her snowsuit from the back of the truck and gone looking.
Her heart had stopped completely, the night was so silent and dark. It didn't start beating again until she saw a gleam of light that turned out to be the quad bike's headlights. It hadn't settled into a normal rhythm until she'd seen Holland's hand moving in the snow.
And now she was here and it was time to end this once and for all.
“You were right,” Emory said. “To turn me down, I mean. I shouldn't just become what you want me to be. In the same way that I shouldn't just be wholly me. We need a balance here. Which we can easily achieve.”
Holland was wrapped in a blanket, not shivering anymore, but not looking at her either.
“I have a proposal. Nice and clear and logical for you,” Emory continued. “We stay here. I take on a partner at the practice, so I work a little less. You work on your book. We spend some time with each other and we see how it goes.”
Holland did look up now, but Emory wasn't about to let her speak.
“No, I need you to listen. You're an idiot, Holland. I'm sitting right here for the taking and I know that you feel the same way that I do. I also know that everything you've said is just an excuse, a justification, to hide the fact that you're afraid.”
She dared to move a little closer, to lower her voice a little. “Yes, we're different ages, yes we have different lifestyles and different ambitions, but none of those things preclude a relationship and you know that they don't. The truth of the matter is that when it comes down to it, you're afraid.”
Holland's eyes glittered in the firelight.
“But here's the thing, Holland. You don't need to be. Because I'm here. I might not be by your side every second of the day, but when you need me, I will be here. I swear to you. And when I'm here there's nothing to be afraid of.”
Holland reached out and put her hand on Emory's leg and Emory had a flashback to earlier that same evening when Holland had said no, had sent her away. And her heart stopped yet again. This really was their last chance.
✽✽✽
 
Emory was right, what more was there to say?
It was fear, all fear.
It was fear of failure that had kept her working so hard all the time.
It was fear of being vulnerable, opening up that had meant her first hospital room had been empty of visitors.
It was fear of being seen as weak that had kept her from wanting to make friends.
For a long time she hadn't known how to deal with that fear, she'd blocked it out, pretended it wasn't there.
It was only now that she was starting to realize that all she needed to do was let people help her. She had friends here, she had a bookclub, she had people visiting her and wishing her well. She hadn't worked for any of that. Lowry Falls had simply welcomed her in with a warm embrace and fighting her fear was as easy as just letting go of it.
Then there was Emory, her dark hair curling around her shoulders, her cheeks pink, her eyes deep blue, the only woman that Holland could ever remember feeling more than a momentary passion for. And she was asking for another chance, begging even.
“No,” Holland said.
Emory trembled and Holland grasped her thigh, feeling the muscle there, wanting to take her right there and then.
“No, you shouldn't be asking me this. It should be me. It should be me apologizing and begging for another chance, it should be me explaining how badly I've screwed things up. It should be me telling you that I'll do anything for you.”
And Emory's head was lifting, tears caught in her eyelashes. “What do you mean?” she whispered.
“I mean...” Holland's heart skipped a beat and she took a deep breath, screwing up all her fear into a black ball and banishing it to the back of her mind. “I mean I love you,” she said, loudly and clearly.
Then Emory was really crying and Holland was taking her into her arms and holding her tightly as sobs racked through her.
For what felt like a long time they sat by the fire in silence.
“Shall we try this, then?” Holland said, finally.
“You're not leaving?” Emory's voice was muffled by Holland's blanket.
“No. Not yet. Not ever, I hope. No running away. I have friends here, I'm starting to build a life here. But most importantly, I have you here.”
“I love you,” Emory said, voice still muffled.
And Holland knew that there were no promises, no dreams. This was real life. She would try, they both would try. Maybe it would work out, maybe it wouldn't. But if they let fear stand in the way of a good life then there'd be no kind of life at all.
She put a finger under Emory's chin and tilted her head up. “I love you too,” she said.
She bent her head, letting her lips brush Emory's and couldn't believe that she'd almost let this go.
A good life. That's all anyone could ask for.
Their kiss was deepening when Lucy barked from the kitchen. Holland immediately sat upright.
“What's wrong?” Emory asked.
“Yoo-hoo!” came a voice from the hallway.
“Laura,” Holland and Emory said together.
“Oh, there you two are,” said Laura, coming into the living room. “Hope you don't mind, I let myself in with the dogs. The boiler's gone out at my place and it's freezing.”
Holland looked down at Emory who was biting her lip to keep from laughing and she had to laugh herself. “Not a problem,” she said. “Make yourself at home.”
Laura threw herself onto the couch. “I called Vera on my way over. She's over on the other side of the river. She lost power about an hour ago, but I told her we were gathering here. So she'll be over in no time.”
Emory clutched onto Holland's arm and started laughing again as Holland shook her head.
A small town life, who'd have thought? Holland got up from the floor. “I'd better put another pot of coffee on then,” she said.
“I'll help,” said Emory, getting up too.
They walked together to the kitchen.
“Not starting to regret staying?” Emory whispered so close to Holland's ear that the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
Holland turned to her and took her in her arms. “Not at all,” she said.
Lucy barked again and lights shone through the kitchen window as a quad bike bounced into the back yard. “That'll be Vera,” said Emory.
She went to open the door and Holland watched her outlined by the light and her heart stuttered and flipped and it didn't bother her at all. This wasn't a heart attack. This was love. Encompassing, beautiful, real and messy and just as terrifying as Laura had promised her it would be.
“What are you smiling at?” Emory asked, her face turned away from the cold yard.
“Nothing,” said Holland. “Just thinking about jumping into a volcano.”
“Probably not advisable,” said Emory.
“Oh, it's far too late for that,” Holland told her. “I've already jumped.”
The roar of the quad bike silenced and Emory went out to help Vera down and Holland stayed in the warm kitchen. Her warm kitchen. With her friends gathering and her dog curled up in her basket and her girlfriend right outside.
And it was a very good life after all.



Epilogue
The letter sat in the middle of the kitchen table.
Holland had known immediately that it was something special. Whilst all the regular letters in the mail had thin envelopes with little cellophane windows, this one was weightier, more confident and different.
Then she'd seen the return address and her heart had skipped a beat and she'd wondered if she'd forgotten to take her medication that morning.
“I'm just coming in from a call,” Emory said on the other end of the phone. “I have to stop by the clinic.”
“What about lunch?” asked Holland, eyes still on the letter.
“I can try,” said Emory. “But I'm up to my eyes right now.”
Holland bit back a sharp reply. This wasn't Emory's fault. She had to remember that. Things had gotten better, much better. With a new partner on board, Emory was home more than she'd ever been. It wasn't Emory's fault that the letter had arrived after she'd left.
Not that Holland had told her about the letter at all.
“Well, just come home when you can then, I guess,” Holland said.
She hung up the phone and went back to staring at the letter.
Not that it did anything.
She was kind of hoping that it might magically leap out of the envelope and let her see what it said. But, and here she had to be honest, she just couldn't bring herself to actually open it.
What if it was bad news?
What if it was good news?
She was afraid that she wouldn't know how to react without Emory there.
“Jesus,” she muttered to herself.
She pushed back her chair and stood up. There were other things to do, she was sure. She just couldn't think of any off the top of her head.
But she definitely had to get out of the kitchen. If she didn't, that damn letter was just going to stare at her all day
✽✽✽
 
Emory pulled up in front of the clinic, narrowly avoiding the sportscar that was skewed across two parking spaces.
“For God's sake,” she said.
Between the car and the worker's trucks, there was barely any room for client parking.
She took a moment before she opened the door, drinking in a little calmness and quiet.
Having the clinic extended was a big thing. It was exciting and she really felt that it was the right thing to do. However, the constant hammering and banging and drilling was starting to drive her crazy. At least the workers quit during surgery hours, though that did mean that the renovations were taking longer than they probably should.
Finally, she had no choice but to get out and face the din.
Her legs were tired after fighting a calving cow for three hours, but she dragged herself into the surgery to be met with emptiness.
“Mags?” she called.
She'd been about to take her to task about the parking situation, but there was no sign of Maggie. She growled under her breath. Where the hell was she? What use was a receptionist who wasn't at the reception desk?
Someone could call with an emergency, and Mags would be... where exactly?
She pushed open the door to her office and saw no one and was about to leave when there was a flurry of movement from the small operating room.
Emory's heart went up to her throat. Had there been an emergency while she was gone?
She practically leaped to the door, crashing it open. And then she was greeted by a very red-faced Mags and a very disheveled Shane Richards.
Her mouth opened, but flapped uselessly as she took in the sight.
“Em,” Shane started.
“Emory,” Mags began.
Emory shook her head hard as though she could shake the sight out of her mind, and when she couldn't she finally remembered to close her mouth.
Shane cleared his throat. “I, uh, should be getting on with my paperwork,” he said.
He slid past Emory, leaving her and Mags alone. Mags was still blushing like a beacon.
“I should have told you,” she said.
“Told me what?” said Emory, finding her voice. “Is this a thing? You and him? An office romance? Jesus, Mags. How could you risk screwing up what we have here for an office fling?”
“It's not a fling.” Maggie's voice was calm, and she was leaning against the side of the operating table and her flush was starting to fade.
“Not a fling?”
“It's been going on for a while now,” said Mags, looking at the floor. “A couple of months. I didn't say anything at first because I thought you'd be mad, and then the longer it went on the harder it was to tell you. I'm sorry, Em.”
Emory narrowed her eyes in thought. Now that she thought about it, Mags hadn't mentioned dating for a while now. “Wait, you mean... You and Shane? This is serious?”
Mags looked up defiantly. “Yes.”
And Emory was about to react, but she saw the look on Mags's face and took a beat to think instead. When she did, she couldn't think of a better match. Mags and Shane. Why not? They'd practically grown up together, they worked well together, it made perfect sense if she gave it a moment's thought.
“Congratulations,” she said.
“Really? You mean it?”
Emory rolled her eyes. “I can't police your love life, Mags. But yes, congrats. I'm really happy for you, as long as you're happy.”
Mags squealed and hugged her. “I'm more than happy. It's such a weight off my shoulders that you know. I've been trying to find a way to tell you for forever.”
Emory grinned and hugged her back. “Just don't let it affect work.”
“I won't,” Mags promised.
✽✽✽
 
The call came a little after lunch and Holland wasn't expecting it.
“You'll have the right of first refusal,” the real estate agent said.
“Of course,” answered Holland. “I'll need you to get me all the paperwork as soon as possible.”
“Not a problem,” said the woman. “I'll email all the details to you immediately.”
And yet again, Holland was left in the quiet of the house wondering just what to do.
Were they ready for this? Was she ready for this?
With a sigh, she picked up her phone again and called Emory. But there was no answer.
She tapped her fingers on the table. First the letter, which still glared up at her, and then the phone call.
Emory was busy. She knew that. She knew that Emory had a full day planned. But still, she needed her. Even if only for a few minutes. And she wasn't there.
Irritation was bubbling in her stomach and she was trying as hard as she could not to let it become anger. Emory was supposed to be there. Emory was supposed to share all this with her. But she was working, of course.
She stood up. “Come on, Lucy, let's take a walk.”
✽✽✽
 
Shane leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed and eyebrow raised.
“Don't just stand there looking cocky,” Emory said. “What do you want?”
“I want to know if you're planning on firing Mags. Also, I wanted to remind you that technically I'm your partner and that if you ditch me then my share of the capital has to go too, which means the building work will never be finished.”
Emory thought about stringing him along. He really could be impossible at times. But the banging from next door was giving her a headache. “Fine, I'm not firing either one of you.”
“You can't fire me,” he pointed out, coming in and sitting down opposite her.
“I could try.”
His eyes glittered with amusement. “I'd like to see you try. But it won't stick. And you should know that I'm good for Mags. I'm serious about this. I think it's the real thing, even though it's only been a couple of months. If that sets your mind to rest about it.”
Emory nodded. “It does, I suppose. As long as you're okay with being the cliché boss that marries his receptionist.”
“Who said anything about marriage?” Shane said.
Emory laughed, but it didn't escape her that Shane wasn't quite as pale or upset by the idea as he might once have been. “I'm happy for you, really, I am.”
“So am I,” Shane admitted. “And I'm happy for you and I as well. This decision was a good one.”
“You're not as likely to get rich as fast as you would have with your last partnership,” she warned him, not for the first time.
“I'm not likely to get rich at all,” he countered. “And that's fine. I like it better here. It's more... caring, I suppose. The high-tech clinic over there was nice, but ten minute appointments and pushing clients out of my office as fast as I could to meet my quota wasn't nice.”
“You've made a good choice,” Emory said.
A good choice for both of them. Shane had been angry when she'd said she wouldn't sell the practice. Then he'd laughed at her when she suggested that he join her instead. But once he'd thought about it, he'd agreed.
She'd known that deep down he wasn't a bad guy, and that he truly cared about animals. Now that they were partners, the business was doing much better, and she only had to work alternate nights, which was a bonus.
“What about wedding bells for you?” Shane was asking.
The question brought her up short. “Marriage? Me and Holland?”
“That is what a lot of couples tend to do.”
She blew out a breath. “To be honest, I'm not even sure that she wants to keep living in Lowry Falls.”
“You're moving?” Shane asked in shock.
“Not me, I'm not leaving you high and dry. “I just mean, well, we always had a 'wait and see' approach to things. And it's been a year, probably a good time to do some stock-taking, I suppose.”
“Em, Holland's an amazing woman. You have told her how you feel, right?”
“Of course I have,” Emory said.
She had. She knew she had. And yet what she and Holland had always seemed so.... temporary maybe. Emory had moved into the rented farmhouse, sure. But there had never been any talk of a real future.
There always seemed the possibility that at any minute Holland might decide that this was enough, that she might want to move again, that she might not want to deal with Emory working all the time.
They should talk about things, Emory knew that. She also knew that she was afraid. Afraid of what Holland might say. Why rock the boat? What they had now was great, she loved it. If she pushed for more commitment then she might just end up losing what she already had.
“I've got to run,” Shane said, standing up. “I'm vaccinating the herd over at the Johnson place. It's going to take me all afternoon.”
“I'll cover things here,” she said. “Good  luck.”
And he was gone.
Emory leaned back in her father's desk chair and wondered why she suddenly felt so anxious about her and Holland.
They had a good thing going. Why mess with that? Why even broach the subject of getting a little more serious, a little more settled?
“Em, call on line one,” Mags shouted through from the waiting room.
Emory picked up the phone and soon was consumed by work again.
✽✽✽
 
Holland was just clicking on Lucy's leash when she felt the breeze of the back door opening.
“Yoo-hoo,” Laura said. “Busy?”
“Just going out for a walk,” said Holland, standing up and brushing her hands on her jeans.
“Emory not around?” asked Laura.
“She's at work.”
“Still? I thought this was her afternoon off.”
“So did I,” Holland said, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. “Something I can help you with?”
“Oh no,” said Laura, sounding mysterious. “I'll come back when you're both here.” She sniffed. “Finished This is How You Lose the Time War yet?”
“Eugh, yes. To be honest, I'm about to just start reading it all over again.”
“Why sound so grim about it then?” Laura laughed.
“Because when I read something well-written it just reminds me of how much I have left to learn about writing,” Holland answered.
“I'm sure that your manuscript is amazing,” Laura said. “Though I'd be more sure if you actually let me read it.”
“Give me time,” said Holland, really not wanting this to be a topic of discussion. Not yet, anyway. She cleared her throat, changing the subject. “Have you heard that the farmhouse is for sale?”
Laura looked shifty. “Yeah, I had kind of heard. I didn't say anything because, well, it was a little awkward.”
Perhaps the first time that Laura hadn't spread a piece of gossip, Holland thought, with a grin. “They offered me first refusal.”
Laura looked even more shifty. “I know. So, um, what are you going to do?”
Holland sighed and Lucy danced around her legs. “It's a big step.”
“What are you so afraid of?”
“That Emory isn't ready, that she's young and won't want to be tied down.”
The afternoon was getting warm and the light coming into the kitchen was orange and soft.
“This is Emory's home,” Laura said. “She'd do anything for you, she'd move to the ends of the earth for you. But Lowry Falls is her home, you know that, right?”
“But what if—”
“No, you shouldn't project your own fears onto Emory. If you're afraid of commitment, that's fine.”
“Emory's never said anything...” Holland began.
Laura rolled her eyes. “Maybe because she's afraid that you don't want to commit. Maybe she's afraid that you're not happy here, that Lowry Falls isn't enough for you.” She paused, patting Lucy's head. “But it is, isn't it?” she asked, voice quieter.
And Holland thought back over the last year. The bookclub meetings, the church services, the Christmas drinks and the gossip in the town store. She thought of Laura dropping by whenever she felt like it and Emory's friends coming over for dinner. No, their friends, not just Emory's.
She thought of the way the sun caught the wheat in the fields, and the crisp snap of cold when snow was in the air.
And she realized that quite unintentionally, she'd found a home.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Lowry Falls is more than enough.”
“You should probably do something about it then,” Laura said with another sniff. “And I've got better things to do than hang around gossiping with you. I'll save my big news until Emory's back.”
“What big news?” Holland asked, curious.
But Laura just tapped her finger to the side of her nose and escaped out of the back door.
✽✽✽
 
Emory groaned when she saw the time on the car clock. She should have been home hours ago. At least she'd remembered to text Holland this time.
But when she pushed into the house, there was no sound. Lucy didn't bark, Holland didn't welcome her. There was only emptiness.
Her heart started to thud in her chest. What if something had happened? Keep calm, she counseled herself. Keep calm. She couldn't just assume that something had happened to Holland every time she wasn't home.
Still though, her heart was thudding in her chest as she went through the kitchen and then out into the back yard.
It thudded even harder as Lucy rushed up to her barking her head off.
And then harder still as she saw Holland come out of the barn, hair mussed up, dust on her face, legs encased in tight pants that made her mouth water.
“Sorry I'm late,” she said.
“You've missed a lot,” said Holland.
Emory bit her lip. They'd been doing better. Much better. They were communicating better, she was remembering to call, Holland was remembering that sometimes animals had emergencies that couldn't be helped.
“I'm not mad,” Holland grinned.
Emory let out a breath. “You do look a little crazy though,” she said, looking at the heap of dust on the ground and the brush in Holland's hand. “What on earth are you doing?”
“Cleaning,” Holland said. “Though it's getting a bit dark for that.”
“Cleaning the barn? For what?” Emory felt herself getting suspicious.
“A horse,” Holland said, leaning the brush up against the barn wall, dusting off her hands and striding purposefully toward the house.
It took Emory a second to catch up. When she'd finally processed what Holland had said, she almost tripped in her haste to get to the kitchen.
“A horse?” she finally stuttered as Lucy bounded into the kitchen after her.
“Well, we live in the country, I should learn to ride. I assume you already know. I know a horse is an expense, but we can cover it. Besides, I happen to live with a vet, so I'm hoping that's going to cut down on vet bills.”
“A horse?” was all Emory could say.
Holland poured coffee into cups and sat down, sliding one cup across the table so that Emory could take it. “Yes. I talked to Downes this afternoon, he's working on the problem for me. You don't mind, do you?”
Emory frowned. “No, uh, no, but... Well...” She took a deep breath. “A horse is a big commitment,” she finally said.
Holland nodded.
“Though I suppose we have the space for now,” Emory added.
“About that,” said Holland. “Luke Adler has put the farm on the market.”
Emory's heart about stopped in her chest. She pulled out a chair and collapsed into it. “He has?”
“Mmm-hmm. I was thinking...” Holland looked into her coffee and Emory knew her well enough to know that this was going to be important, serious, that she was anxious.
“Yes.”
“I was thinking about buying it. I mean, us buying it, if you want to.” Holland looked up now, blue eyes sparking. “If you don't want to, it's fine, I'll buy it alone, but, you know, we could both sign the papers together. If you sold your old place we should have enough cash to cover what we need right now. But only if you want to.”
The kitchen clock ticked as Emory watched her trying to believe what she was hearing, trying to process what was happening.
“You don't want to,” Holland said, after a moment. “It's fine, it's—”
“No!” Emory said. “No, I do want to. I just... I, uh, Holland?”
“Yes?”
“Are you serious? About this? About buying the house? About staying in Lowry Falls? About staying with me?”
Holland's eyes creased in sadness. “Did you think I wasn't? I wasn't serious about you?”
“No, I, I just... We've ticked along for a year the way we are and I love it. I just didn't know if you wanted more, if this was really, if we...” She ran out of words.
Holland looked down into her coffee again.
“Emory, you're my life,” she said. “You're my heart, my reason to wake up in the morning. You're everything. And this is your home. But it's become mine too. I know that I haven't always been easy to be with, I know that I'm afraid of so many things, but I also know that my biggest fear is being without you.”
Emory swallowed back her tears. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” said Holland.
“Yoo-hoo!”
They both turned to see Laura letting herself in through the back door.
“I'm so glad you're both here,” Laura said breathlessly. “Because I just can't hold onto this news any longer, I'm about to explode from it.”
Holland reached across and took Emory's hand. “Spit it out, Laura, we're kind of in the middle of something here.”
“I'm getting married!”
There was a long silence during which Emory and Holland looked at each other, mouths agape. “Married?” Emory eventually said.
“Chris asked me this morning over breakfast, after, well, I'll leave the details to your imagination.”
“Chris?” Holland asked. “What happened to all your internet dates?”
“Turned out I should have been looking closer to home,” said Laura. “And yes, he's a few years younger than I am, but it doesn't seem to matter, so I'm not going to let it bother me. What are you in the middle of?”
Trust Laura, Emory thought. Dropping huge news like that and then immediately snuffling out more gossip. “We're buying a house,” she said.
“We are?” asked Holland.
Emory looked at her and nodded. “We are.”
“About time,” Laura said. “You might want to think about furnishing some more of the rooms as well. The place looks derelict with half the bedrooms empty.”
Emory laughed, and Holland got up. “Let me take a look in the fridge, I think I've got a bottle for us to celebrate all this good news with.”
✽✽✽
 
Holland felt the chill of the kitchen and pulled her shirt more closely around her body. Emory pulled her into a hug and for a second Holland let herself disappear into her arms. Then she pulled away.
“I thought you wanted a snack?” she said.
“I could be persuaded to go back to bed again,” Emory said, nuzzling into her neck.
“We can do both, you know.”
Emory laughed and let her go and Holland turned to the fridge to get the makings of a sandwich.
“What's this?” asked Emory from behind her.
Holland turned and saw Emory holding the letter from the table. “Jesus, I'd almost forgotten about that.”
“It's addressed to you.”
Holland blushed. “I, um, didn't want to open it without you here. Want to do the honors?”
“If you're sure?”
Holland waved a knife and jar of mayo at her. “I'm kind of busy here.”
She turned her back and tried to concentrate on making sandwiches, hearing the rip of the envelope and then a long silence that could only mean bad news. Right? But of course. This was her first try. Of course she shouldn't be too ambitious. She had to build up experience, she had to...
“Holl?”
“Mmm?”
“Turn around.”
Holland took a deep breath before she turned, knife still in hand. Emory was holding the letter in her hand.
“Well,” Holland said. “It's fine, really it is, I don't mind, I know—”
“You know nothing,” Emory said, face breaking into a grin. “Because this letter says that you've got yourself an agent. A real agent.”
Holland's stomach swooped into a dive and her heart started to thrum hard. An agent. She hadn't expected... She hadn't expected anything. She'd sent her manuscript out only because she hadn't known what else to do. And now this.
Someone was interested. Someone wanted to represent her. Someone might be able to sell her book for her.
Then she was disappearing back into Emory's arms and her world was being turned upside down again.
MUCH LATER AS the light started to turn gray and slip through the bedroom curtains, Holland lay watching Emory.
She was sleeping, her chest gently rising and falling, lashes sweeping her cheeks, hair tangled.
This was it. This was everything. She hadn't known that she wanted anything like this, but then it was forced on her and it turned out that this was all she'd wanted all along.
What a life. A house, a horse, a dog, a partner, a small town and a nosy neighbor.
Emory stirred, eyes flickering open. “Can't sleep?” she murmured.
“No, I'm fine,” Holland whispered back.
“You okay?”
“Mm-hmm.” She lay down again, settling her head against the pillow as Emory snuggled into her side.
It was supposed to be a quiet life. An unexciting, sedate, boring life that would keep her heart pumping and her health good and her blood pressure low.
And yet somehow it had all turned into the best life.
Emory pressed against her again and Holland felt her heart beating strongly in her chest. Downstairs Lucy barked once, no doubt at a mouse, the farmhouse was riddled with them. Something they were really going to have to take care of. Along with about a million other things.
But for right now all she wanted was this. A few moments of warmth with Emory. A few moments of peace. A few moments of a quiet life.
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Watching Henry
Chapter One
Hadley frowned as the display flashed at her.
“Do you have another card, ma'am?” asked the young man behind the cash desk.
She took the card out, reversed it and tried again.
“Um, I'm not sure that putting it in upside down is going to help,” the clerk said.
“Huh. Well, is the machine working?” asked Hadley.
“I'm pretty sure it is. I mean, the lady right before you paid by card. Do you have another card?”
Hadley sighed. She rummaged around in her bag and eventually came up with enough cash to cover the cost of her smoothie. But she hated paying cash for things, hated even thinking about money.
The clerk handed her a grand total of two cents in change. She looked at the minuscule coins and wondered why people bothered.
“You might want to call your bank about that card,” he said, leaning on the counter with his elbow.
Another sigh. Not how she'd planned to spend her afternoon. “Right, thanks.”
“Or I could spot you a few bucks if you need it?”
His eyebrow was raised and she grinned back at him. “You know I'm at least a decade older than you, right? Not that I don't admire your balls for trying.”
“Seriously? You're twenty six?” He made it sound as if twenty six was the new fifty.
“Twenty seven,” she corrected. “And gay as all hell, so there's that too.”
“Ah, got it. You must get mad women.” He looked quite approving at this and Hadley laughed.
“I get my fair share.”
Which was true. She wasn't exactly celibate. Nor, on the other hand, was she exactly attached. A few years ago she might have taken the clerk up on his offer, but that was an experiment long over. Not that she minded trying new things.
Her taste-buds shriveled up as she sucked at her smoothie. Kale and pomegranate. Perhaps some new things were best left untried.
She bade the clerk goodbye and stepped back out onto the street, holding her smoothie in one hand and wriggling her phone out of her jacket pocket with the other.
It was a pleasant day, summer finally starting to peek around the corner. The city was more cheerful on days like today, even if it was a Monday. The sun was shining, a warm breeze swept up from the river, and Hadley could purr in delight.
Except purring probably wasn't the best way to greet her personal banker. The phone dialed and connected and she asked for her banker by name, then meandered down the street window-shopping until he picked up.
“Sam!”
“Hadley, how's it going?”
She'd known Sam for years now. He was as old as her father but definitely cooler. Or at least he dressed slightly better. No cardigans for Sam, he was all sharp suits and silk ties.
“Ugh, I've got a million things on the go.”
“Like always,” he chuckled.
“Trips planned, classes to take, it's not my fault that there's so much to try in the world. Unfortunately, it's tough to try new things when you don't have the cash to pay for them.”
“Wise words, Had.”
“I'm not trying to make a philanthropic point here, Sam. My card doesn't seem to be working. Is there a problem over there?”
She cocked her head, trying to see a lemon-yellow dress in a shop window from a different angle as Sam clicked away on his computer.
“Ah,” he finally said.
“Ah? 'Ah' as in you'll get me a new card straight away? 'Ah' as in it's not screwed up?”
“'Ah' as in there's a simple reason your card won't work.”
“Which is?” she asked, sucking at the smoothie again and grimacing.
“There's no money in your account.”
Only now did her stomach tighten a little. No money. How was that possible? A question that she promptly asked Sam.
“I don't know what to tell you, Had. It's nothing to do with the bank. I suggest that you take this up with your father.”
Hadley straightened her head, forgot about the yellow dress and thanked Sam as politely as she could. She was a little shaky. Had her father gone broke? Was there something serious going on that she didn't know about?
She looked at the shockingly green smoothie in its plastic cup and wondered if this was her last ever smoothie. What if it was? And she'd chosen kale and pomegranate. What a memory to have.
“Out of the way, miss,” a man shouted as a skateboard rumbled down the sidewalk behind her.
She jumped to one side to let the boarder past. Then she ditched her potentially-last-ever smoothie into the nearest trash can and prepared herself for the walk uptown to her father's  office. A five minute ride by a cab that she couldn't currently pay for.
Her stomach squeezed itself into a ball and she wondered just how she was supposed to handle being broke.
THE HEAD OFFICES of Rains Enterprises were spacious and light, the early summer sun gleaming through huge windows as Hadley marched across the foyer and buzzed herself into an elevator.
On the way she'd decided that there was probably some oversight somewhere and her father would be exactly the person to work things out and everything was going to be okay. She was an optimist, she knew that, but she couldn't help but think that everything would work out.
It always had before.
“Is he in?” she asked her father's assistant when she reached his desk.
He grinned at her. “He's in but not in a great mood, you sure you want to enter the lion's den?”
She grinned back. “Yep.” There was no way her father would be mad with her, he never was.
She waited until the door buzzed and then strode into the large office. “Dad.”
“Hadley, what a nice surprise.” He stood up and kissed her cheek. “What can I do for you?”
Something wasn't quite right here and she couldn't put her finger on exactly what it was. “How's business?” she asked.
“Booming.”
“Uh-huh.” She scratched her nose. At least the family wasn't broke then. “Uh, I've encountered a slight problem.”
He gestured for her to sit on the couch and then sat down himself. “Let me guess, your bank card has stopped working.”
She nodded and sat.
“I wanted to talk to you about this last Friday, but you stood me up for dinner.”
Hadley pulled a face. She had stood him up, that much was true. But an offer to helicopter out to a private game of disc golf didn't come every day. “Sorry,” she said, honestly meaning it.
“And I'm sorry, Had. But it's time to be cruel to be kind.”
She sat up straighter. “What does that mean?”
He sighed and crossed his legs. “Had, everything I've done I've done for you and your sister and brother. I've never begrudged you a thing. We're a lucky family, and I know that you know that.”
“I do,” she allowed.
“But it's time you got your act together, Hadley. You're twenty seven. You need to decide what you want in life.”
“How can I do that when I haven't tried everything yet!” she burst out.
Her father nodded. “I get it, Had, I do. Probably I've spoiled you more than a little. You have a good university degree, I've supported you through every phase you've gone through. But life is about more than spending money.”
“I know that.”
He held up his hand. “I'm not saying you're a rich brat. I know that you help others, I know that you volunteer sometimes, I know that you're not just spending on yourself. But I also know that until you find what you want out of life you're not going to be happy.”
“Where is all this heading?” she asked, voice small because she was kind of afraid now.
“I'm not helping you by giving you money, I realize that now. All I'm doing is giving you the means to keep dancing from one passion to another. You're never going to find fulfillment that way.”
“So you're cutting me off?”
He nodded, looking sad. “It's for your own good, Hadley. I'm not doing this to be mean. Show me that you can stick with something, show me that you can hold down a job and I'll reinstate your allowance.”
Her mouth had dried up. Not because he was wrong or unfair, he was making perfect sense, even she could see that. But because she was afraid. She couldn't hold down a relationship for more than a couple of nights. How was she supposed to hold down a job? And what kind of job was she supposed  to get?
“Hadley, are you alright?”
She looked into her father's green eyes, mirrors of her own, took a deep breath, and then nodded. Because after all, he was only trying to help.
“That's my girl, always one to rise to a challenge,” he smiled.
And she nodded again because she didn't trust herself to speak.
Just what in the hell was she supposed to do now?



Chapter Two
Florence didn't believe in fidgeting. She kept her feet pressed together and her hands firmly on the arms of the expensive leather chair.
“It's nothing to do with you, of course,” Mrs. Angleton was saying.
Of course not, thought Florence. It never was.
“We're more than happy with how focused you've kept Adeline on her schoolwork. Her reading is much improved, to say nothing of her manners. You've done a fine job.”
But... There had to be a but here. And Florence was fairly sure she knew what it was.
She sighed internally, keeping her face pleasant and relaxed, schooling herself into a look of polite interest as though this wasn't her entire future that was being discussed.
“The thing is, with summer just around the corner, we're looking for something a little different for Adeline. Something a little more...” Mrs. Angleton paused here, then forced herself to look Florence in the eyes. “A little more fun,” she finished up.
Florence nodded. “I completely understand,” she said. “Of course, there should be room for interest in education, which is why incorporating museum and library visits into a summer vacation schedule is so important. This may also be the time to begin cultivating other outside interests. Cooking, perhaps.”
Mrs. Angleton cleared her throat and Florence wondered if she'd just made things easier or harder for her. What was coming was inevitable. She should know. This was the third time in as many years.
“I'm afraid that my husband and I are looking for something rather outside your scope of expertise.”
Which, given how immensely well-trained Florence was, was less of a surprise than one might have thought.
“I am quite happy to take potential schedule changes on board for evaluation,” Florence said, still polite.
Mrs. Angleton firmed her jaw. “That won't be necessary.”
There wasn't much more to be said, though the actual words hadn't been uttered  yet. Florence maintained eye contact, kept herself still, permitting herself neither to smile nor sulk.
“My husband has provided the appropriate severance fee,” Mrs. Angleton went on. She seemed calmer now that she was moving on to the logistics of things. “A payment of three months salary, plus the current month of course.”
Florence nodded. “Thank you.”
“And we'd appreciate it if you could keep your goodbyes to Adeline short and sweet, I assume you can have your things prepared to leave by this afternoon?”
Florence nodded again.
Mrs. Angleton stood up and held out her hand. “We very much appreciate your contribution to this family, Ms. Underwood. You will be provided with the appropriate severance paperwork as well as references should you require them.”
Florence stood, shook hands, thanked her now former employer, and left the room.
Her footsteps echoed on the expensive tiling of the long corridor. She didn't cry. What was the point? Besides, Florence never let others see her emotions, the very idea of it made her feel slightly sick. Emotions were private.
Still though, if losing her job didn't deserve a quiet weep in a corner, what did?
SHE PUSHED OPEN the wooden door and looked into the gloomy room within. Small, neat, a little dusty. With a sigh, she let herself completely inside and put her suitcase on the bed.
It would do, she supposed.
Being a nanny had the advantage of generally coming with accommodation attached to her job. Which had the disadvantage of meaning that whenever she got fired, she ended up living out of the cheapest motel she could find until she could get herself rehired somewhere.
She sucked air in through her teeth and then set herself the task of unpacking her suitcase. It took all of five minutes.
Then she sat on the bed and tried not to think about when the bedspread had last been washed.
Things were supposed to be better than this. Twenty eight and living in a seedy motel room. Her future had promised to be better than this.
To be fair, no one had forced her to go to the most prestigious childcare program in the country. But she'd seen it as an investment. A certificate from the institute was supposed to open doors, expensive doors, doors which housed the kind of people that could afford six-figure salaries for traditionally trained nannies for their offspring.
Of course, it was the traditionally trained part that was starting to become the problem
With a sigh, uncontained this time since there was no one to hear it, Florence pulled her cheap cell phone from her purse. There was no point in putting off the inevitable.
“Maisie Warren speaking.”
Florence cleared her throat. “Florence Underwood here.”
“Ah.”
That 'ah' said it all really. Maisie had been expecting her call. She supposed that was fair. After all, the Angletons had hired her from the agency, so why shouldn't they hire her replacement there too? They hadn't been unhappy with her work. They'd just... wanted something different.
“I'm afraid my contract with the Angletons has ended.”
“Yes,” Maisie said. “Yes, I had heard.”
“So I'm back on your books again.”
“Mmm.”
There was a long pause and Florence could hear dripping from the bathroom tap. Something she could easily fix. She could fix most things.
“Perhaps there are other open contracts at the moment?” she hazarded. “It is almost the beginning of summer vacations, after all.”
A shorter silence this time. “The thing is,” Maisie finally said. “The thing is, that so few families these days are looking for, um, what you have to offer.”
“What I have to offer? As in a top class degree from a prestigious nannying institute?”
“As in...” There was the sound of her taking a deep breath. “As in someone with what may be considered slightly old-fashioned ideas about childcare.”
“Old-fashioned.”
It really shouldn't be news to her. She was old-fashioned. Always had been. She only wore jeans when hiking, and then only when they were pressed. She never set foot outside without her hair pinned back. The world had an order and she reveled in keeping that order.
Everything in its place. Do a job properly or not at all. To every thing a season. A far as she was concerned things should be a certain way.
Unfortunately, the world seemed to be changing the way things should be. Which didn't exactly seem fair.
“I see,” she said.
“I'll call you if anything comes up,” Maisie said.
But don't hold your breath, Florence added for her. “Thank you.”
She closed the call and looked down at her phone. There was an expense she could save on, for one. For fifteen bucks a month she could definitely do without a cell phone plan. She'd cancel it first thing in the morning.
And then she'd look through her bank statements to find out what else could be canceled. Not that her outgoings were extravagant. Most of her earnings so far had gone to paying off her student debt, a debt that was still lurking over her head like a dark black cloud.
She lay back on the bed and let herself close her eyes.
Things were supposed to be different.
She was supposed to be in demand, giving her life to raise other people's children properly, a job that she loved doing, if only someone would let her do it.
It was a sacrifice. They'd told her that on her very first day at the institute. Real nannies, dedicated, professional nannies, rarely had children of their own. They rarely married, in fact. They devoted themselves to others.
It hadn't been as big a sacrifice for her as others might have found it. Twenty eight and a virgin. Not something that particularly bothered her.
She had more important things to worry about.
Like how she was going to afford to eat, for example.
One minute. That was precisely how long she allowed herself to feel sorry for herself. Then she opened her eyes, sat up and firmed her shoulders. Tonight she would sleep, and tomorrow she would start looking for a job. Even it was fast-food, something to tide her over until another contract came in.
If another contract came in.
Her stomach rumbled and she thought about the meal she should be eating with Adeline Angleton. Perched at a walnut dining table, correcting the child's table manners as they both ate what the private chef had prepared for them.
She had just about enough change to get a Twinkie from the vending machine in the hall.
Her stomach growled again and she started looking for nickles and dimes.
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