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Chapter 1

Now that was a dog.

Harrison Parks stood in front of the Great Dane puppy, watching as he
stumbled over his feet and struggled with the weight of his oversize head.
Already, the animal’s sleek gray fur was something to behold, those beautiful
eyes like the sky after a rainstorm. It was easy to see what he would someday
become—majestic and muscled and massive, more like a trusty steed than a
canine.

“He’s perfect. Where do I sign?”

A cough sounded at his back. “Um, that’s a Great Dane.”

Harrison turned to find the slight, well-dressed woman who’d greeted him
at the door. She looked apologetic and hesitant and, well, the same way most
people looked when they met him for the first time.

In other words, like this was the last place in the world she wanted to be—
and he the last man she wanted there with her.

“I thought he might be.” He attempted a smile. “What’s his name?”

“Rock.”

Yes. Rock—durable and solid, the kind of dog a man could count on.
Harrison crouched and put a hand out to the animal, his fingers closed in a
fist the way the woman, Sophie Vasquez, had shown him. It seemed like
overkill, this careful approach to an animal who hadn’t yet reached six
months of age, but what did he know? The closest he’d come to having a pet
was the raccoon that lived under his back porch.



“I think he likes me.”

Sophie coughed again, louder this time. “Rock is great, but he’s a stability
dog, I'm afraid.”

Harrison turned to look up at her, struck again by how out of place she
seemed among this room of scurrying puppies. It wasn’t just her air of
fragility, which made it seem as though a strong wind would topple her over.
It wasn’t her age either, although her short crop of dark brown hair and her
round, sweet face made him suspect she was still in the youthful flush of her
twenties.

No, it was the ruffled dress she wore, which seemed better suited for a tea
party than a dog kennel.

He did his best to smile again. He was trying not to scare her away within
the first ten minutes. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done that to a woman.
Or a man. Or, if he was being honest, any living creature with a heart in its
chest and eyes in its head. He wasn’t saying he was a bad-looking man—a bit
rough around the edges, maybe—but he did have a tendency to come across
more forcefully than he intended. His friends blamed it on what they called
his “resting brick face.” Like you’re going to throw the next man who crosses
you into a brick wall, they laughed.

Which was all well and good after a long day of work, but it wasn’t the
least bit helpful here.

Just smile and relax, they said. Be yourself. And for God’s sake, lower your
guard an inch or two to let in some air.

Well, he’d tried. The smile—both of them—had already fallen flat, and the
idea of relaxing under that woman’s wide-eyed stare was impossible. No one
had warned him that the puppy trainer was going to be a delicate, fragile wisp
of feminine perfection. One of those things he might have been able to
handle, but all of them?

Yeah, his guard was going to stay right where it was. It gave him
someplace to hide.



“What’s a stability dog?” he managed to ask.

“Well,” she began, “some of our clients need dogs that can provide physical
support.”

When he didn’t do more than nod encouragingly, she added, “As he grows
up, Rock will be great at leading someone with vision issues or providing a
safe landing for someone prone to seizures. You know—for stability.”

“Oh.” Harrison blinked. “I don’t need that.”

“Not really, no.”

“Well, what about that one, then? He looks like he knows his way around a
back alley or two.”

He nodded toward the bulldog in the next slot over. Like Rock the Great
Dane, this one was prancing about in one of a dozen half-walled pens built in
an extension off the back of Sophie’s house. Unlike other dog kennels, Puppy
Promise kept none of their animals fully caged in. They had room to climb
and jump and pop their heads up to say a friendly hello to their neighbors.
And they did too, wet noses being pressed and kissed from one animal to
another. When added to the bright-blue walls and not-unpleasant smell of
organic cleaning solutions and puppy breath, the result was strangely
inviting.

“Rusty?” Sophie asked as the wriggling, wrinkly puppy came bounding
forward. His expression held a belligerence that appealed to Harrison on a
visceral level. This dog might not be as physically intimidating as a Great
Dane, but he sensed a kindred spirit. Grump and grumpier. “No, you don’t
want him. He’ll be a nice emotional support dog someday, but he can’t smell
worth anything.”

Harrison bit back his disappointment and allowed his gaze to skim over the
other options. He immediately bypassed a tall white poodle that looked as if
it had been recently permed and a tiny, yappy thing with eyes like raisins. A
soft golden retriever with a mournful expression peeped up at him from the
corner. “How about—"



Sophie coughed once more, cutting him short. When he turned to see what
the problem was this time, he found her standing a few paces back, holding
her hands out in front of her as if warding him off. His gaze was immediately
drawn to those hands—so smooth and soft, her nails carefully polished to
match her outfit. His own hands were like burned leather, cracked and
callused all over. That was what happened when you spent half of your life
battling wildfires. What the elements didn’t scorch, the flames did.

“What is it?” he asked, his heart sinking at the sight of those hands. They
were nice hands, obviously, but he knew what that gesture meant. Harrison
Parks has done it again. Ten minutes in this woman’s company and she’d
already seen through his sorry exterior to the even sorrier contents of his soul.

“The truth is, Mr. Parks, we only have one dog right now that matches your
specific needs.”

“Okay.” He swallowed. “Which one is he?”

“He’s a female, actually. And she’s really sweet.”

“Female? Sweet?” Harrison could work with that. In fact, he quite liked
both of those things, despite all evidence to the contrary.

“Oh yes. You wouldn’t believe the nose she’s got on her. I don’t think I’ve
ever worked with a more promising puppy. We were lucky to get our hands
on her. Most of our animals come from breeders, but this one was rescued
from a puppy mill. She’s fantastic, even if she is still a little skittish.”

Skittish could have applied to several people in his life right now, including
the woman standing opposite him. Ever since the episode last week, everyone
—from his boss at the Department of Natural Resources to his doctors to his
very own father—was acting as though he, like Sophie Vasquez, was one
strong wind away from toppling over.

But he was fine. It was one small coma. He’d get a dog, and it wouldn’t
happen again.

“She may need some extra work because of it, but I promise she’ll be worth
it in the end.” Sophie broke into a smile—her first since he’d walked in. It



struck him forcibly that it was a good thing she’d been too wary to pull it out
before now. A smile like that, so warm and real, was a transformative thing.
It made him almost happy to be here.

Almost.

“The best things in life usually are, don’t you think?” Without waiting for
an answer, she added, “Come on. I'll introduce you. She’s been eyeing you
since we walked in. I think she knows you’re going to become good friends.”

Harrison didn’t have time to fully absorb that remark before a tiny bark
assailed his ears. A very tiny bark. One might even call it a yap.

“The great thing about this dog is that she’s highly portable. You can carry
her everywhere.”

Portable? Carry her?

He stopped and tried to dig his feet into the concrete, suddenly seeing the
oncoming disaster with perfect clarity. Unfortunately, there were some things
he couldn’t resist, no matter how hard he tried.

One was the power of a beautiful woman’s smile.

Another was the force of a 100,000-acre forest fire devouring everything in
its path.

And a third, apparently, was a pair of raisin eyes lifted to his in trusting
supplication.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said as the miniature ball of fluff twirled
and stuck a small pink tongue out the side of her mouth.

This couldn’t be right. He was a man who spent literal weeks in the
wilderness, fighting fatigue and flames. He walked for days with an ax over
one shoulder and a team of men at his back. He needed a trusted companion,
a sturdy beast he could count on to keep him alive.

Not...

“This is a joke, right? Someone put you up to it?”

“No joke, Mr. Parks,” Sophie said. “Please allow me to introduce you to
your new diabetic service dog, Bubbles.”



It was a truth universally acknowledged that a large, gruff man in search of a
puppy would always choose the largest, gruffest one he could find.

Sophie didn’t know how or why it happened, but every time a man entered
the kennel, he was drawn inexorably toward the animal most like him in
appearance. It was as though they walked up to each pen and, instead of
seeing the puppy for its strengths and talents, they saw a mirror instead. Like
getting dressed in the morning or buying a car, they wanted a puppy that
exactly reflected the image they presented to the world.

Which was why she’d known, the second Harrison Parks walked in the
door, that she was doomed.

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” she said, watching the expression that
crossed his face as his gaze shifted from Bubbles to the Great Dane and back
again. Disappointment was a disappointingly inadequate word for it.

“No, you don’t.”

“And I know she’s probably not what you had in mind when you signed up
for this, but she’s very suitable for your needs.”

“No, she’s not.”

“Small dogs require a lot of care, which means you’ll be forced to slow
down a little when you’re working. That’s a good thing, right? To be
reminded to take more breaks, to put your needs first?”

“No, that’s a terrible thing.”

“Plus, Pomeranians are much better suited for this type of job than you’d
think. They have exceptional noses.”

“No.”

That was all he offered this time—just that one syllable, that one deeply
rumbling sound, a death knell meant to end any and all discussion on a
project that she’d thrown her whole self into prepping for. She wasn’t sure
which part of it caused her to crack, but she suspected it was that last one.

Well, either that or the fact that he looked so unfairly good while he did it.



From the top of his disheveled brown locks to the tips of his heavy work
boots, Harrison Parks was exactly what she’d imagined when she’d heard
about his case. The man was a wildland firefighter, a hero. Every year, when
flames swept across the dry lands of the Pacific Northwest’s interior, he
headed out with his hose and his determination until every last spark was
gone. He was tall and muscular, his expression weary with the devastation
he’d seen.

A bit on the crusty side, Oscar had described him, but totally harmless.

What he hadn’t said was that Harrison was also a half-buttoned flannel shirt
away from being the quintessential lumbersexual—rugged and outdoorsy and
built like a tank.

In other words, he was a Great Dane. A bulldog.

And he wasn’t giving either Bubbles or her a fair shot.

“Listen, Mr. Parks.” The sharp rap of her voice startled even herself. “I
appreciate that Bubbles isn’t what you had in mind, but you need to at least
consider what she has to offer.”

His gaze—that hard, disappointed one—snapped in her direction, and
Sophie instinctively froze. Now that she’d uttered her reproach, she wasn’t
sure what came next. Her sister Lila would probably segue into an articulate
and professional speech about the Pomeranian’s finer points. Her other sister,
Dawn, would try a coy smile and a low purr to get her way.

Sophie didn’t have any such methods for handling recalcitrant clients. No
one had let her have a recalcitrant client before.

“She’s not nearly as bad as you think,” she said, soldiering on. “In fact, I
think you’ll like her. You just have to take a deep breath and give her a try.”

He held her stare, his eyes a stony gray that made her think of battlements
and cavernous quarries, but at least he complied. Even breathing, he seemed
to be exercising every muscle in his body, the swell of his massive chest like
an ocean rising.

It worked though. Already, he looked much less like he wanted to storm out



the door and report her to the authorities—or, worse, to her sisters.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m breathing. What’s next?”

Sophie blinked. Breathing had seemed like the most logical first step, but
she had no idea what came after that.

Yes, she did. Cuddles. No one could resist puppy cuddles—it was almost as
universally acknowledged as the fact that Harrison had chosen the Great
Dane as his first pick. Maybe she wouldn’t be so bad at this after all.

“That all depends on you,” she said. “Would you rather climb into the
kennel with Bubbles for your introductory session or take her outside?”

For the second time in as many minutes, his gaze sharpened as though he
couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He didn’t blink or move, just stood
there staring at her as though he were looking through a ghost. People did
that quite a lot actually—looked through her as though she were nothing—
but not like this.

He didn’t seem dismissive of her or more interested in the greener pastures
that lay beyond. He seemed, well, scared.

“You want me”—he pointed at himself—*“to climb in there? Do you have
any idea how far the human body can feasibly bend?”

Sophie had to tamp down a laugh. Now that he’d pointed it out, the idea of
that six-foot bear of a man climbing into a pen and snuggling with a baby
Pomeranian did seem a little preposterous.

“Outside it is, then,” she said. “Just scoop her on up. Don’t worry—she
won’t be afraid of you. She likes to be carried.”

He didn’t, as she’d hoped, follow her orders. Instead, he glanced down at
the little puppy, his brow growing heavier the longer he stood there. It was
the same glower that had made him seem so fierce when he’d first walked in.

It didn’t seem nearly as intimidating when he shook his head and said, “No,
thank you.”

She laughed again, unable to stop it from fully releasing this time. All of
her tension seemed to be seeping out the more she realized this man was



nowhere near as hard as his gruff expression indicated. All bark and no bite.
“Well, at least you’re being more polite about it. I promise she won’t bite,
and she won’t pee all over you. She’s a very good girl. Aren’t you, Bubbles?
Aren’t you the most precious little ball o’ fluff?”

Harrison took a wide step back from the pen and clasped his hands behind
his back. If Sophie didn’t know better, she’d think he was afraid of touching
the puppy for fear she would infect him with her adorableness.

“No way. I’'m not calling her that.”

“What? Bubbles?” Laughter welled up in her throat. He was totally afraid
of her adorableness. “Or precious little ball o’ fluff?”

His only answer was a snort. Well, that and another one of those wary looks
at the puppy.

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked. “She’s just a honey-bunny banana muffin.”

“What?”

“The fluffiest lady in fluffy town.”

“Now see here,” he commanded. “You might be able to force this animal
on me, but you can’t make me say any of that.”

No, she couldn’t. Sophie couldn’t make anybody do anything. She couldn’t
even get rid of those pushy satellite TV salesmen who still tried door-to-door
tactics. The last time someone had asked her to switch cable companies,
she’d ended up serving him lemonade and buying 230 sports channels that
she and her sisters never watched.

None of that seemed to matter to this man. He was a good head taller than
her, outweighed her by the size of the Great Dane puppy, and wore a scowl
that could have stripped paint from the walls. But as she took a step closer, he
only shook his head in a frantic effort to keep her at bay. It made her feel
unexpectedly powerful. Unexpectedly good.

“Don’t say any more,” he warned. “I can’t be held responsible for my
actions if you do.”

“It’s all right,” she said, feeding off that sense of power, feeling herself



coming alive under it. “I can take it.”

And then he smiled—for real this time.

Her heart suddenly felt three sizes too big for her chest. She’d known
smiles to change a man’s appearance before, but not like this. This wasn’t a
charming smile or a kind smile or even a dashing smile. It was devastating,
plain and simple. All those lines and creases, the well-worn care that was
etched so deeply into his skin—they disappeared only to be replaced by an
expression so startlingly warm and inviting that Sophie had no choice but to
fall right in.

“Sweet, soft snookums,” she said somewhat breathlessly. She could have
stopped there, but the urge to babble overcame her. In all honesty, it was a
wonder that she was able to speak at all. “Plush princess paddywinkle.
Beautiful bitty baby Bubbles.”

That last one broke him. The smile vanished, but only because it lifted into
a laugh.

“Oh, hell no,” he said. His voice was no less gravelly than it had been
before, that deep sound rumbling throughout the kennel, but Sophie detected
something new—something alive—underscoring it. “If you think I’'m going
to stand here and let you make a fool out of me, you’re sorely mistaken. I’'m
taking that goddamn Great Dane home with me, and nothing you do or say
will stop me.” It was said like a dare—almost as if he wanted her to try. Were
they...flirting?

Unfortunately, there was no time to find out. Just as she was about to
gamely rise to his bait, a voice spoke up from behind them.

“I beg your pardon?” Her sister Lila’s voice, normally so polished, acted
like a shock of cold water over the proceedings. Sophie turned to find her
standing at the top of the steps leading from the kennel to the house they
shared. “Is there a problem out here?”

Sophie did her best to put on her usual bright smile, but Lila wasn’t looking
at her. Her oldest sister—a tall, statuesque beauty who could command the



attention of an entire room simply by walking into it—was staring at
Harrison with a look that would have done their mother proud. It told
Harrison that if he said one more word, goddamned or otherwise, he’d risk
the full weight of her wrath.

Of course, when she spoke, her words were nothing but professional.

“I'm terribly sorry if there’s been a misunderstanding,” she said, and
moved elegantly down the steps. Each click of her heels on the cement
carried its own warning. “Perhaps I can be of assistance.”

“Assistance?” Harrison echoed. All signs of laughter and friendliness had
been wiped from his face, replaced once again by the hard wall that he had
carried in here.

Lila inclined her head in slight acknowledgment. “Yes. Did I hear you
correctly when you stated your preference for the Great Dane over Sophie’s
selection?”

“You mean Rock?”

Lila nodded.

“Rock. Yes. Rock.” Harrison swallowed heavily, glancing back and forth
between the sisters. “That’s the one I want. The one that’s too big to squish.”

Lila smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. She tsked softly. “You have good
taste, but I'm afraid he’s not available. He’s already been assigned to another
case. I’m sure Sophie explained that to you already.”

“Actually, I—” Sophie caught Lila’s eye and clamped her mouth shut. Of
course. It hadn’t even occurred to her to try a discreet lie. When a client
wanted what they couldn’t have, you were supposed to redirect them, not
antagonize them. Why didn’t I think of that? “Um, no. I hadn’t gotten around
to it yet.”

“So it would seem. Mr. Parks, why don’t you come inside with me and
we’ll work it out? There’s no need to upset the puppies with all this arguing.”

“He wasn’t arguing.” Sophie tried to explain but was once again quelled by
a look from Lila. What else could she do? Technically, he had been arguing



—and she’d been egging him on. She’d been loving it.

What is wrong with me?

“This is all my boss’s fault,” Harrison said. His words were abrupt, his
movements even more so. “I didn’t even want a dog in the first place.”

“It’s a tricky business, matching people and puppies,” Lila said, trying to
soothe. “Every temperament is different—even we don’t always get it right
on the first try. Do we, Soph?”

Sophie knew that her sister was only trying to make up for this intrusion,
including her in the conversation so she wouldn’t lose all her professional
footing in front of the client, but she couldn’t help but feel miserable. What
Lila really meant—and what Lila would never say—was that Sophie didn’t
always get it right on the first try.

She managed a weak smile. “No, it’s not always easy.”

“There. You see?” Lila extended her hand toward Harrison. “Come inside.
We’ll be more comfortable having this conversation in the kitchen.”

“No.” He jerked back as though Lila had shot a lightning bolt from her
fingertips. “I mean, no thank you. I’m leaving. That puppy can’t... There’s
no way IL...”

He paused and took one of Sophie’s deep breaths, a thing she might have
appreciated if not for the look of painful reproach he shot her as he did it.

“This was a mistake,” he said curtly.

And that was all. Turning on his heel, he made for the back door to the
kennel.

Sophie wanted to say something to stop him—apologize maybe, or beg him
to give her another chance—but he was already swinging through the door by
the time she found her tongue.

“Well.” Lila was the first to break the silence that followed Harrison’s
sudden departure. “Oscar wasn’t exaggerating about him, was he?”

When Sophie didn’t respond, her eyes still fixed on the gentle sway of the
door as if waiting for Harrison to reappear, Lila softened her voice. “That was



a pretty nasty scene I walked into. You okay, Soph?”

It was exactly like her sister to ask that question. Given the way things had
turned out, Lila could have dumped any number of reproaches on Sophie’s
head, including the fact that she hadn’t wanted Sophie to take on this case in
the first place, but of course, she didn’t. She never would.

Money meant nothing when compared to Sophie’s happiness. Work was
secondary to making sure Sophie was taken care of.

Which was why Sophie shook her head. She wasn’t okay, not by a long
shot. She felt humiliated and ashamed and, well, small—but more than that,
she felt a strong compulsion to meet Harrison Parks on neutral territory once
again. At first, he’d looked at her the way everyone always did, but then,
when she’d pushed back, there’d been a spark in his eyes she desperately
wanted to see again.

“I’m a little rattled, to be honest,” Sophie said. “He’s not like anyone I’ve
ever met before.”

“No,” Lila agreed. “Some men are just like that, I’'m afraid.”

It was on the tip of Sophie’s tongue to ask what Lila meant, but she stopped
herself just in time. She already knew what Lila was thinking, because it was
the same thing she’d thought when Harrison Parks had first knocked on the
door.

This is a man who doesn’t like to be told what to do. This is a man to be
wary of.

But Lila hadn’t seen that smile. Lila hadn’t been there when he’d quaked at
the mere thought of touching such a precious, golden-haired lump as
Bubbles. Lila hadn’t felt the surge of exhilaration that had come from
confronting him...and winning.

“And he wasn’t necessarily wrong,” Lila added. Her hand touched Sophie’s
shoulder. “I did warn you that Bubbles might not make a good service dog,
sweetie. Not every puppy is cut out for this kind of work.”

Sophie glanced down at the animal under consideration, a pang of mingled



frustration and disappointment filling her gut. Okay, so Bubbles wasn’t the
most impressive puppy to come under their care—she was small and soft and
had lingering issues from the trauma of the puppy mill—but that didn’t make
her useless.

“Don’t worry about it,” Lila continued softly. “There will be other cases.
One unhappy customer won’t make or break us. I'll call Oscar and get
everything straightened out.”

“No, don’t.” Sophie spoke sharply, using the same tone that had snapped
out when Harrison had initially refused Bubbles. At her sister’s raised brow,
she hastily amended it with, “I’ll talk to him. It’s my responsibility. I’'m the
one who mishandled the situation.”

Lila’s brow didn’t come down, but she accepted Sophie’s decree with a
nod. “Sure thing, Soph. Take the rest of the day off. Go see Oscar. He always
makes you feel better.”

Sophie offered her a tight smile but didn’t say anything. Oscar did always
make her feel better, but that wasn’t what she meant. She didn’t want a day
off. She didn’t want someone to hug her and placate her and tell her
everything would be all right.

What she wanted—no, what she needed—was to get her client back.

Glancing down at the Pomeranian, who was staring at the back door as if
she too expected Harrison to come waltzing back through it at any moment,
Sophie decided that was exactly what she’d do too.

Even if it was only so she could feel that sudden spark of battle coming
alive inside her again.



Chapter 2

“You said he was going to be tricky.”

Sophie walked through Oscar’s door at the Deer Park Department of
Natural Resources without knocking. His office was a small, one-room affair
used mostly for administrative purposes, but he could be found there almost
around the clock during the wildfire off-season. The May weather was still
damp enough to stave off most forest fires, so she knew he’d be in.

“Did I?” Oscar didn’t bother to look up from the stack of papers he was
sorting on his desk. “I must have been in a good mood.”

“You said he had a tendency toward stubbornness.”

“From your tone, I’m guessing you disagree.”

“You said I should tread warily.”

“Actually, I believe my exact words were, you should wear a hazmat suit
underneath a flak jacket, but you’ve always had more tact than I do.”

She clamped her lips and crossed her arms, stopping short of tapping her
foot on the floor. It took a full twenty seconds for Oscar to give in and glance
at her, but Sophie was nothing if not patient. It was the one virtue all good
dog trainers needed.

When he did finally look up, it was with a wry twist to his smile. The heavy
lines of the older man’s face were both familiar and friendly, but she knew
better than to take the wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of his nose
and the bushy gray mustache as signs of a jolly, grandfatherly type. Oscar
was as tough as they came.



He sighed and pulled the glasses off. “Oh dear. What did he do?”

Sophie lowered herself into the lone chair that was squeezed in the room
with him. The DNR, as it was more affectionately known, was at least
accommodating enough to give him one extra seat.

She could be accommodating where this man was concerned too. After all,
she owed him her life.

“Let’s just say he decided to dispense with our services,” she said.

Oscar sighed again, this time with world-weary resignation, and pinched
the bridge of his nose. “He stormed out the second he saw the dog, didn’t
he?”

“Um.”

“Sophie?”

“Not exactly?” She frowned and picked at a hangnail. “I mean, he wasn’t
happy about Bubbles, but that wasn’t what ruined things. I, um, may have
spoken to him in baby talk for a large portion of the time.”

Oscar’s entire body stilled. “I’m sorry?”

“It made sense at the time, I swear. He liked it.”

“He liked it? Harrison Parks—my Harrison Parks—Ilet you whisper sweet
nothings to him?”

“They weren’t sweet nothings,” she protested, hoping she didn’t sound
nearly as foolish as she felt. “I was only trying to get him to relax a little. And
I did too—he was smiling and everything. But then Lila came in and
misunderstood, and, well...” She let her voice trail off.

Oscar was familiar enough with her sister to fill in the blanks. Sophie was
afraid that he’d do that thing where he pinched his nose in dismay again, but
all he did was fall into a crack of laughter. Well, that and reach into his desk
drawer to extract a bottle of Wild Turkey and two mismatched glasses. He
poured out a finger for each of them and pushed one across the crowded
desktop.

She stared at it. “I don’t understand. What’s this for?”



“Because, my dear, you’ve earned it.”

She lifted the glass but didn’t sip. “I have? But I told you—he left. Without
a puppy.”

“You also told me that he smiled. That’s half the battle right there. Drink
up.”

Sophie wasn’t much of a day drinker, but the memory of Harrison’s smile
seemed deserving of a good toast. Following Oscar’s lead, she clinked her
glass against his and took a generous sip. It burned and not in a good way,
but she managed to swallow.

“Now.” Oscar leaned back in his chair, which creaked as his full weight
sank in. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened? I should have been
clearer about how difficult Harrison can be to work with. He’s a hell of a
firefighter, but he’s not what you’d call a people person.”

“Oh, don’t worry—you were plenty up-front about that. What I don’t
understand is why you didn’t tell me how nervous he is.”

Oscar sat up. “Nervous?”

She nodded and took another sip of the bourbon. It burned just as much as
the first time, but it gave her the courage she needed to keep going. “I think
he was afraid that he’d, um, squish Bubbles. That was the impression I got
anyway. He wanted the biggest, baddest dog we had, and when I told him
that wasn’t an option, he sort of got this panicked look in his eye.”

“You saw all that?”

Sophie shrugged. It sounded ridiculous, she knew, but how else could she
explain it? “From the way he reacted, it was like I’d asked him to carry
around a cracked egg for the rest of his life.”

“No, he wouldn’t like that.” Oscar chuckled. “He wouldn’t like that at all.”

“That was where the baby talk came in. Just some cute names I have for
Bubbles, you know? I was trying to get him to say a few of them, which was
when he started yelling. It wasn’t real yelling, but Lila walked in right in the
middle of it and couldn’t tell the difference. Do you know no one has ever



yelled at me before?”

Oscar tugged one end of his mustache. “Is that so?”

“Not once. Not even a little.” She sighed, remembering. “It was nice.”

“Nice?”

“I think you should yell at me for screwing everything up. It might help. Go
ahead. I don’t mind.”

Oscar only shook his head, which just went to show how right she was. In
the entirety of her childhood and adult memories, she couldn’t even
remember anyone sitting her down and giving her a stern talking-to.

“Anyway, that’s why I’d like to try again,” she said. “If you can convince
him to work with me, that is. I’'m, um, not sure he’ll want to.”

For the first time since she’d walked into this office, Oscar allowed a frown
to appear. “Oh, he’ll work with you, all right. I don’t care what tactics you
have to resort to—baby talk, speaking in tongues, making him carry a dozen
cracked eggs. After what happened last week...”

Sophie didn’t say anything, content to let Oscar lapse into thought for as
long as he needed. From the report she’d read, it sounded as though Harrison
Parks was lucky to be alive. He’d slipped into a diabetic coma after his
continuous glucose monitor malfunctioned during a routine wildfire training
exercise. Had he been out on a call somewhere remote or inaccessible by road
—both common during the height of the wildfire season—they may not have
been able to get him to a hospital in time.

As if following the exact thread of her thoughts, Oscar’s mouth firmed in a
hard line. “If he wants to see any action on the ground this summer, he’ll do
it. And he’ll like it, by God. I’m not putting him through that again without
some kind of protection in place.”

“No, of course not,” Sophie said meekly.

“A puppy’s the only recourse I have left, short of putting him behind a
desk.”

“He doesn’t seem like the sort to appreciate that,” Sophie agreed.



Oscar sighed and scrubbed a hand over his mouth. His glance, when it met
hers, was pointed. “He won’t make this easy on you, Sophie, not for one
minute. I’ve never known anyone so wrapped up in barbed wire. Are you
sure you’re up for it?”

“Absolutely,” she said the word automatically.

It wasn’t automatic enough.

“You’re saving my skin to take his case at the last minute like this, but I
won’t hold it against you if you pass. Especially now that you’ve met him.
And Lila wasn’t sure if this dog of yours would be up to the task, so...”

At the mention of her sister’s name, Sophie’s chin lifted a good inch. “I
know what you’re thinking, but it’s not like that. Bubbles had a rocky start in
life, yes, but she can do the job. I know she can.” She hesitated before
bringing her chin up even more. “And so can I.”

His expression softened. “Of course you can, kiddo. Lila’s just looking out
for you, that’s all. We both are.”

Any desire she might have had to abandon this project died at once. It was
the kiddo that did it, the reminder that the history she and Oscar shared was
forged in blood a long time ago.

Literally. Once upon a time, this man had leeched the marrow from his
bones for her. Once upon a time, he’d undergone extreme pain and
hospitalization so she could have another chance at life. It had been eleven
years since the bone marrow transplant took successfully and her leukemia
went into remission, but that didn’t mean Sophie had forgotten.

She’d never forget. She couldn’t. No one in her life—family, friend, or foe
—would let her.

“Bubbles is a lot tougher than she looks,” she said as she raised her eyes to
Oscar’s. “Please let me do this for you, Oscar. For you and for Harrison.”

And, she didn’t need to add, for me.

“I don’t know...” Oscar began.

“I’ll find a way to make it work,” she said. “That’s a promise. Even if I



have to beg him to come back on my knees. Even if I have to make him yell
at me every day for six weeks to do it.”

Oscar rolled his shoulders in a gesture of capitulation. With that one small
move, Sophie knew she was getting another chance.

Her life was filled with second chances. She sometimes wondered what
she’d done to deserve so much.

“He’s rough, but he’s not that rough. I doubt he’ll yell at you for the whole
six weeks.” Oscar grinned and added, “Four at the very most.”



Chapter 3

Oscar must have worked fast.

Sophie arrived home from Deer Park to find a house full of people. In
addition to her two sisters, who were holding court over a pot of tea in the
kitchen, Harrison sat hulking in one corner, looking like a man undergoing
extreme torture.

“You know it’s going to be a good date when the guy leads with something
like that.” Dawn winked at Sophie as she stepped into the room. “We broke
at least three laws that night. Four if you count some of the really prudish
ones in Kentucky. Speaking of, look who’s finally returned to the fold. Hello,
Soph. You have a visitor.”

At the mention of her name, Harrison sprang to his feet, almost knocking
over the wooden chair in the process. He was surprisingly swift for a man of
his size, but that might have been because she’d never seen anyone look so
delighted to see her.

“Oh, thank God,” he said. “I’ve been here for forty-five minutes already.”

Right. That wasn’t delight so much as it was a deep, profound relief. And
who could blame him? Dawn and Lila together in one room were a lot for
any man to handle, let alone one who clearly didn’t enjoy the social niceties.

“Forty-five minutes?” Sophie asked with a quick check at the clock. “Oscar
couldn’t have possibly had time to call you. I was still with him at that point.”

“What the hell does this have to do with Oscar?” Harrison demanded. Then,
as if aware that he was addressing a room of three women rather than a firing



squad, he took a deep breath and added, “I, uh, came to apologize. For
earlier. About the puppy.”

Sophie hadn’t had a chance to apprise Dawn of the day’s events, but one
look at her sister’s face and it was obvious she was up to speed. With that
kind of giddy glee lighting her from within, Dawn obviously thought this
whole thing was hilarious. Lila mostly looked worried.

Neither of those reactions was surprising. Lila had always carried herself
with a serene grace that matched her status as the eldest in the family. It also
matched her tailored clothes and the topknot she wound her almost waist-
length hair into. Dawn wore her own dark locks—a gift, along with the
sisters’ deep-brown eyes and light-brown skin, from the Vasquez side of their
family—in a tousled bob that made the most of her natural waves. Her wide,
sunny face was sprinkled with freckles and a smile to match. Lila’s demeanor
was one men could admire; Dawn’s one they couldn’t help but be charmed
by.

It was only Sophie who lagged behind. She’d done the best she could to
distinguish herself from her sisters, her short, boyish figure offset by a pixie
cut that made the most of her delicate features, but it was no use. When the
three of them stood side by side, she inevitably faded into the background.

Or, rather, she used to fade into the background. From the way Harrison
was looking at her, like she was his walking savior, she couldn’t help but feel
a warm glow start to take over.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” she said with what she hoped was
breezy unconcern. “It was a slight misunderstanding, that’s all. I should have
warned you ahead of time that your animal had already been selected for
you.”

“About that...” Lila began, but Sophie turned to her with an imploring
look. Lila might technically be the one in charge of Puppy Promise, the
service-dog training organization that provided the Vasquez sisters with their
life’s purpose, but Sophie needed this. Bubbles needed this.



Lila had been uncomfortable with the idea of using a puppy mill dog from
the start, since the poor thing had obviously been subjected to more than one
cruelty in her short life, but Sophie had no doubts on that score. Five minutes
in that animal’s company had been more than enough to convince her that she
was worth taking on.

With some animals—some people—you just knew.

“I realize Bubbles isn’t much to look at, but she’s smart and eager to learn.
All she needs is a chance to prove herself.”

Harrison didn’t say anything. He kept watching her in that intense,
panicked way, as if he couldn’t make up his mind whether to sit down again
or run screaming from the room.

Please don’t run screaming from the room, she wanted to beg him. Please
don’t run screaming from me.

“What do you say we make ourselves scarce, Lil?” Dawn asked, a deep
dimple appearing in her right cheek. “Scott has that new litter of blue heelers
he wanted us to come take a look at.”

“But we don’t need any—"

“They’re very promising. I bet they’ll get snatched up quickly. We’ll need
to act fast if we want to make an offer.”

“But—"

Dawn took one glance at Sophie’s face and put on her sternest expression.
“Now, Lila.”

It took Lila a good ten seconds to pick up on the subtext and agree to give
Sophie and Harrison some space. Harrison was much quicker on the uptake.

“A blue heeler?” he asked. “Are they good at—what did you call it—scent
detection?”

“Yes, they are,” Sophie said. In fact, given Harrison’s obvious preference
for dogs with size to recommend them, a blue heeler would be a perfect fit.
Their noses were more than adequate to pick up on the subtle changes in
human saliva that occurred when blood sugars rose or fell, and the larger dog



would be able to keep up with him as he plunged through forest undergrowth.

In any other situation, she’d have allowed the client’s preferences to
outweigh her own. In this situation, however, she was taking a stand.

Bubbles could do this. Sophie had done her research, looked into other fire
workers with needs similar to Harrison’s, and hand selected an animal based
on a careful study of his medical and professional records. This wasn’t some
idea she’d come up with on the fly.

“I’ve already talked to Oscar about this, and he agrees with me.” She
crossed her arms and did her best imitation of a woman who inspired awe and
confidence in others. “It’s Bubbles, or you don’t go back to the field.”

As it turned out, admitting to a man that she’d run tattling to his boss
wasn’t an ideal way to win him over. Instead of submitting to her autocratic
decree, Harrison’s stance became even more rigid.

Sophie’s natural inclination was to turn to her sisters for help, but she
pushed the urge down as far as it would go. To admit defeat now would only
foster Lila’s belief that they should have passed on this case. Sophie’d be
back on basic training, once again spending her days teaching puppies how to
sit and where to pee.

All things that needed to be done, of course, but those were the easy tasks,
the safe ones. The kinds of things a fluffy, skittish ball of fur might be
expected to tackle.

“If you’re willing to try again, I’ll bring Bubbles out to the side yard so you
two can get to know one another. But you have to promise not to reject her
this time. She didn’t like it.” Almost as an afterthought, she added, “And
neither did 1.”

“Well done, Soph!” Dawn cheered from the doorway. Before Lila could
say anything to undermine Sophie’s swell of confidence, Dawn bustled them
both out of the kitchen.

It was a strange location for an impasse. The house Sophie shared with her
sisters was as dainty and feminine as Harrison was rough and masculine.



Everywhere the eye landed were massive doilies and vintage finds, with dried
flowers next to the sink and artfully arranged silver teaspoons hanging on the
wall. Only the kennel through the back door gave any indication that this was
as much a place of business as it was a home. Harrison wasn’t so tall that his
head brushed the ceiling or anything, but he did have a way of filling the
space in a way that felt both unfamiliar and unsettling.

It’s not just his size, Sophie thought. It’s him. Whatever else might be said
about this man, he was certainly a presence. Being in the same room with
him seemed to kindle an awareness in every part of her—a tingling
awareness that started in her toes and worked upward from there. It was
almost as though her limbs were awakening from a long, numbing sleep, and
she wasn’t sure they were ready to support her weight just yet.

“So you really do know Oscar,” Harrison said by way of breaking their
strange stalemate.

“Oh. Um.” Sophie blinked. She’d assumed, when Oscar had asked them to
take on this case, that he would have told Harrison all about their personal
history. That he hadn’t—and most likely wouldn’t unless Sophie gave him
permission to—said a lot about him. “Yes, actually. He and I go a long way
back. He asked me to take your case as a kind of favor.”

A look of strange relief swept over Harrison’s face. His shoulders actually
sagged a little. “Then that explains why you put up with me for as long as
you did. What did he say about me?”

“Um.”

“You don’t have to hold back on my account. He won’t have said anything
I haven’t heard a hundred times already, believe me.”

As if the sudden turn of conversation wasn’t strange enough, Harrison
paused and pulled out a chair for her. It was her chair, obviously, and he was
offering it in her house, but the gallantry of the gesture was still forefront in
her mind.

She didn’t sit though. She was already so dwarfed by this man.



“Please,” he said, his voice rough. “One of the things Oscar should have
told you first is that my bark is a lot worse than my bite.”

With that, Sophie relented. She didn’t know if it was the reference to
canines that did it, or the fact that he sounded so forlorn, but she took the
proffered seat and watched as he lowered himself into the opposite chair.
Even in a seated position, he still dwarfed her. Those powerful thighs, the
broad shoulders hunched as if ready to pounce—there was no other way she
could feel in his presence.

Before she could think of a tactful way to disclose her earlier conversation
with Oscar, Harrison lifted one massive hand and started ticking off fingers
instead.

“I don’t take orders well. I don’t know how to interact with others in a way
that doesn’t make them uncomfortable. I’d rather cut off my own foot than
admit to a weakness.” He paused and considered the matter before turning a
look of inquiry her way. “Let’s see...which one am I missing?”

Heat rose to the surface of her skin. Sophie didn’t believe any of those
things, not when he’d made such a generous and obviously painful effort to
return here and apologize of his own volition, but she could see how someone
meeting him for the first time might get that impression. Those deep lines,
that unsmiling expression... He just looked so hard.

Harrison took one look at her flaming face and swore. “Dammit. He didn’t
sugarcoat it, did he? Did he tell you how half the volunteer firefighters I train
end up quitting after less than a week or that some of them take one look at
me and don’t even last the day?”

Sophie had no idea how to answer that question, so she didn’t try. Dawn
would have been able to turn it to a joke, but her sister wasn’t here. She’d
scurried off so Sophie could have at least one opportunity to prove herself.

“The week,” Harrison repeated carefully, “or the day?”

She began tracing the outline of a red wine ring on the table. “Do people
really quit after one day?”



“Your sister took my measure this morning after knowing me for thirty
seconds,” he said. “What do you think?”

Yes, people probably did quit that fast. But people also took one look at her
and assumed she had no more courage than a mouse, so what did they know?

“I’m not going to quit, Mr. Parks,” she said. “Oscar asked me to help you,
and that’s exactly what I intend to do. You’re not the only one with flaws,
you know.”

When he didn’t say anything, she held up her hand and started ticking off
her own fingers.

“I’m the baby of the family, and it shows. I’'m dependent on my sisters for
almost everything. I’ve never gone anywhere or done anything on my own.”
She paused. This next one was going to be the toughest to get out.

As if sensing that, Harrison cleared his throat. “Anything else?”

She shifted in her seat. “I’m a little intimidated by you, to be honest.” She
met his gaze and was surprised to find that he was regarding her with alarm.
“But it won’t get in the way of the job, I promise. Bubbles is an amazing
puppy, and I’ve got a whole training plan worked out for the next six weeks. I
realize that neither one of us is what you were expecting when you signed on
for a service dog, but I want to do this.”

I can do this.

“Please, Mr. Parks?” she asked, her voice wavering. Whatever bravery his
confession had conjured in her was quickly waning under his continued
scrutiny. “You might not think much of me yet, but I have a tendency to grow
on people, I swear. I'm like a friendly goiter.”

“Harrison,” he said.

“What?”

He sat up, no longer hunched as if ready to pounce. “If we’re going to be
working together, I insist you call me Harrison.”

Her first feeling was one of relief—she’d actually done it. She’d gotten
through to him. He was going through with the plan and without Oscar being



the one pulling the strings.

Her second feeling was more difficult to pin down. This small victory was
just the start of the process. If even one-tenth of the things Oscar had said
about Harrison were true, there were countless skirmishes ahead.

Strangely enough, she wasn’t scared by the prospect. She’d already
engaged him in one battle and come out victorious. The idea of waging
another campaign—a lengthy one this time—made her chest swell.

She’d waited twenty-six years for an opportunity like this.

She stuck her hand out, determined to make their partnership official. It was
a good ten seconds before Harrison put her out of her misery, but the end
result was worth it. His palm was callused and hard, his skin surprisingly cool
for a man of his size. His grip was also much gentler than she expected. She
assumed he’d have one of those hypermasculine handshakes, the kind that
wrenched her arm out of its socket and nearly crushed the bones of her
fingers, but as his palm lingered against hers, it felt more like he was holding
her hand than striking a deal.

But his next words were all business, gruff and pointed.

“I guess you’d better bring me this damn dog already,” he said.

She was unable to keep the surprise from showing on her face.

He saw it, of course, and directed a wry, twisted grimace inward. “I warned
you. Believe me when I say it’s for the best that we get this thing started. The
sooner she learns how to tolerate me and save my life, the sooner I can get
back to work.” He paused a beat and added, “And the sooner you can get
back to a life without me in it.”

They both hated him.

Harrison sat on the front lawn of the Vasquez sisters’ home, staring at a
puppy that weighed about as much as a pineapple. Sophie had left the two of
them alone with instructions for him to spend some quality time getting to



know his new best friend.

How he was supposed to do that, she hadn’t said. She’d just unleashed the
animal and promised to return to check on them in ten minutes.

She couldn’t get away from me fast enough, he thought grimly. And he had
no one to blame for it but himself. As usual, he’d let his frustrations get the
better of him, shown his true colors before he could realize the effect it might
have on the innocent woman standing no more than a few feet away from
him.

Frustration was, unfortunately, his nemesis. No matter how many times he
tried to act like a normal person, he always got buried under his own tongue.
He tried to control himself, he really did, but the second that mounting
feeling of helplessness took over, all bets were off.

And so, it seemed, was Sophie.

“Okay, Bubbles,” he said, trying out the dog’s name. Those perky syllables
felt strange on his tongue, but they were no stranger than the golden-haired
puffball eyeing him with a mixture of interest and caution. “I understand
you’ve got a nose like no other. Show me what you can do with it.”

Bubbles just blinked at him.

“Okay, I hear you. New experiences can be scary—so can new people.” He
thumbed a finger back toward the house. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m just as
terrified of Sophie as she is of me. Probably more.”

He took it as a good sign that Bubbles tilted her head at him in a look of
inquiry. Maybe this puppy wasn’t such a bad choice after all. There was
wisdom behind those raisin eyes.

“Oh, I know it’s ridiculous, believe me,” he said. “She doesn’t seem
capable of squishing a gnat. That’s the problem. She...”

He frowned. He wasn’t sure what Sophie did, except make him feel like a
large, ungainly lump. It wasn’t a new feeling for him, but this was the first
time he wanted to be more approachable. Scaring pretty, defenseless women
wasn’t a thing a man liked to boast of.



“And who can blame her? Have you ever met anyone as bad at this as me?”
He rolled onto his stomach and put his head closer to the puppy. The puppy,
seeming to agree with him, barked nervously and backed away.

Harrison sighed and propped his chin on his hands. Lolling in the damp
grass with a puppy wasn’t how he’d pictured his day when he’d woken up
this morning, but the truth was, he was grateful to wake up at all. In all his
years as a type 1 diabetic, he’d only slipped into a coma one other time, an
incident that had occurred during his sleep and led to his initial diagnosis.
Even though he’d only been eight years old at the time, it wasn’t an
experience he recommended. Few things were worse than going to bed only
to wake up several days later in a hospital room with no recollection of any of
it. A demon you couldn’t see coming was a demon you couldn’t face in a fair
fight.

And there it was again: that feeling of helplessness, the roiling start of
frustration taking over.

As if already trained to read his moods, Bubbles quivered.

“It’s not you I’'m upset with,” he said, soothing the puppy. The sight of that
tiny body shaking in fear—because of him—plucked at a chord deep in his
chest. “She said you were some kind of diabetes wizard, and I have no choice
but to believe her. So let’s do this thing. There must be a way for us to fast-
track our relationship.”

Struck with sudden inspiration, Harrison reached into his breast pocket and
extracted the granola bar he always carried in the event of blood sugar
emergencies. Bubbles heard the crinkle of cellophane and immediately
perked.

“You greedy little minx.” He laughed. “Is this how it’s going to go? I have
to bribe my way into your heart? It’s a good thing I always have snacks.”

Since he doubted the dog’s stomach was much bigger than a golf ball,
Harrison crumbled the bar into tiny pieces and began offering them one by
one. Wary at first and then gaining interest, Bubbles eventually picked her



way over the grass and started accepting the morsels from his fingertips. With
each bite of her tiny jaws, her fear seemed to diminish. A quarter of the bar in
and she was actually approaching him of her own volition.

“If only it were this easy to gain a person’s affection,” he said. “I doubt I
could hand-feed Sophie and get the same response.”

A sharp female voice sounded above his head. “What are you doing?”

He rolled over to find Sophie standing with her hands on her hips and a
look of consternation on her face. At first, he was afraid she’d overheard his
conversation with the dog. To explain his remarks and admit that he only
meant he wanted her to like him—mnot that he wanted her to sit in his lap and
take food from his fingertips—was unthinkable. There was no way he’d get
through that explanation without making a bungle of it.

After a moment, however, she set him to rights. “You can’t give a service
dog table scraps.” She swooped down to take the granola bar package from
him. “She’s not a pet. She’s your companion.”

Bubbles gave a tiny growl and attempted to take the snack back from
Sophie with a leap that lifted her an impressive two inches into the air.

“See? You’ve had her for ten minutes, and she’s already acting like a
spoiled lapdog.” With a stern lowering of her brow, Sophie turned her
attention to the puppy. “No, Bubbles. You don’t get to speak to me like that.”

Bubbles reacted instinctively to the command in Sophie’s voice. She sat
and gulped, looking up at her trainer with a remarkable amount of remorse.
Harrison was tempted to do the same.

Since he wasn’t an adorable two-pound ball of fur, however, he settled for a
gruff, “I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I didn’t know.”

At the sound of his voice, all of the indignation in Sophie’s stance melted
away. Her eyes widened and a stricken flush colored her cheeks. He could
tell he’d done it again—scared her with his inability to react to situations like
a normal human being.

“No,” she said, flustered. “No, of course you didn’t.”



He attempted to heal the breach by drawing to his feet, but all that did was
highlight the difference in their sizes. At six feet tall, Harrison was hardly a
giant, but he felt every inch like it was mile, each one carrying him farther
away from her.

In an effort to regain some of that lost ground, he said, “Okay, so no table
scraps. What other rules should I know about?”

Sophie eyed him with misgiving. “Haven’t you ever had a dog before?”

“No. Never.”

“Really? Not even as a kid?”

“We weren’t a cozy, white-picket-fence-and-puppy sort of family. I never
even had a goldfish.”

“Well, you can’t feed table scraps to goldfish either,” she said. “In case it
ever comes up.”

He was startled into a laugh. She was doing it again—making jokes. About
him, with him. “My ignorance doesn’t extend that far, thankfully. Can I at
least pet her and stuff?”

Sophie shifted from one leg to another, watching him with a wariness he
couldn’t easily explain. It wasn’t a scared wariness; it was more worry, like
she was regretting her promise to train both him and Bubbles.

Like she wasn’t sure he’d be able to make this work.

But he could. And he would too. He might not be a prince charming, but he
wasn’t an ogre either. At least, not most of the time.

“You mean I can’t pet her?” he asked.

“When she’s working, no. You need her to be alert and focused on you,
more like an employee than a friend. But during her off time?” She shrugged.
“Absolutely. She still needs to be loved, just like everyone else.”

“Just like everyone else?” he echoed.

“Yes. That’s not going to be a problem, is it?” Sophie’s voice took on a
sharp edge—the same one that had caught his attention in the kennel that
morning. “I know she’s not the Great Dane of your dreams, but there’s a lot



to like about her. Contrary to what you might think, being giant and strong
isn’t everything.”

Harrison found himself rooted to the spot, more intrigued than insulted by
the challenge in her voice. People didn’t speak to him like that very often.
Well, Oscar did, but he hardly counted—he’d practically known the man
since birth. He’d only known this woman for all of an hour. Although she
might claim to be scared of him, something about that puppy brought out the
steel in her.

He wished he knew what it was. His own glance down at that minuscule
creature, so helpless and vulnerable, only brought a frown. Bubbles sat
exactly where Sophie had told her, awaiting her next command. She was like
a stuffed toy soldier, ready to head into battle for no reason other than it was
asked of her. The doubts that had assailed him since the start of this
preposterous scheme returned anew. He’d been prepared for a big, badass
canine companion to head into the flames with him, alert to the changes in his
blood sugar that resulted from hard labor and shifts that often lasted more
than twenty-four hours. To ask such a sacrifice of a Great Dane or a bulldog
or even that nice golden retriever seemed natural.

To rely on this scrap of a creature, with her oh-so-trusting eyes and tiny
beans for toes, was another thing entirely.

“Will it really be so hard?” Sophie asked. “To learn to love her?”

He reared back, unsure if he’d misheard the underlying plea of her words.
But one glance at Sophie’s gently furrowed brow and he knew his hearing
worked just fine. This woman thought so little of him that she was worried
he’d mistreat the animal she was giving over to his care—an animal who had
already been subjected to cruelties at the hands of a ruthless puppy mill.

“We’ll be fine,” he said, knowing the response was inadequate but unsure
what else he could say. “Just tell me what I need to do, and I’ll do it. At this
point, I’ll try anything.”

“Anything?” she asked, one of her brows lifted in a perfect arch.



With any other woman, he’d have taken that arch as an invitation—a
flirtation not unlike the one attempted on him by the sister with the wavy
hair, Dawn. Not so with Sophie. Not now that he was coming to realize just
how much Oscar had betrayed him.

That scurrilous bastard. His longtime supervisor and friend could have
easily saddled him with one of dozens of providers who matched people with
service dogs and lived to tell the tale. But he hadn’t. He’d flipped through his
ancient Rolodex and landed on this slip of a woman who made him feel like a
bull in the entire goddamn china factory.

In other words, he’d known exactly what he was doing.

“Anything within reason,” he amended, one wary eye on Sophie, the other
on the puppy. Call him paranoid, but giving the pair of them an open
invitation to make demands of him seemed like a bad idea.

Mostly because he had the sinking sensation he’d do it—that all-
encompassing, terrifying anything.

 »

“Define ‘reason,’” she said.

“I know it’s all the rage, but I refuse to have anything to do with dog
sweaters,” he said. “I think they’re ridiculous. It’s like putting a sock on a
potato.”

Sophie’s lower lip dropped a fraction. He didn’t know her well enough to
say whether it was surprise or indignation that caused it, but she nodded her
agreement anyway. “Noted. No sweaters on dogs, and no socks on potatoes.
Is that, um, a thing you’ve seen before? With the potatoes?”

Not surprise. Not indignation. She was laughing again.

“That includes raincoats, hats, and those little boots I’ve seen dogs wear on
TV,” he added, reluctantly pleased by way her eyes lit up.

“You hate any type of clothes on dogs and root vegetables. Got it.”

“In the spirit of full disclosure, I hate clothes on regular vegetables too.”

“I had no idea a man could have such strong opinions on produce. What

else is off-limits? Tattoos on fruit? Bread with dentures?”



He opened his mouth to continue his litany of things he refused to have
anything to do with—up to and including women who mocked him with their
eyes—but decided against it. Some people claimed the things he didn’t like in
this world far outnumbered the things he did like, but one thing was for sure.

He liked Sophie Vasquez.

The thought dropped on him from out of nowhere, all pleasant and squishy
and warm. He had no idea what he was supposed to do with that feeling. Ball
it up? Shove it deep down? Lay it out on the grass and roll in it?

That last one didn’t sound too terrible, actually, which was why it was a
good thing Bubbles chose that moment to yap and spin in a circle. Turning as
one, he and Sophie shifted their attention to the puppy, the moment of easy
friendliness disappearing as quickly as it had come.

“So, what happens next?” he asked, careful to keep any but the blandest of
emotions out of his voice. “Training-wise, I mean?”

He was rewarded for his pains with a long, careful look and a plastic bag
that looked to contain some sort of brown pellets.

She nodded toward it. “Dog treats.”

“Wait. Treats? But when I gave her that granola bar, you—"

“Table scraps and human foods are a big no-no, but treats during basic
training are fine. In fact, you’ll find them necessary if you want to get any
real results.”

“T will?”

“She’s a great dog, but she still needs encouragement every now and then.
Most of us do.” That long, careful look became downright intense, but she
moved on before he could come up with a suitable reply. “She’s ready to
learn scent alerts, and we’ll start those within the next few days, but you’ll
still need to reinforce rudimentary behaviors.”

When he still didn’t say anything, she added, “Sit. Stay. Heel. Down.
Come.”

Despite the gentle rap of her words—or maybe because of them—Harrison



felt compelled to follow each of those commands as she uttered them. Which
was a dangerous thing for a lot of reasons, but mostly because those last few
held decidedly sexual undertones.

When he didn’t say anything other than to grunt a noncommittal sound, she
added, “I’ve been working with her on those since she arrived, but it’ll be
better for the rest to come from you.”

“But I don’t know how—"

“I’ll come over to your house every day, of course. It’s part of our process.
For the first few weeks, Bubbles and I will be on the job from nine to five.
Once we move to more intense training, we’ll vary the schedule so it includes
some nights.”

So many parts of that plan blinked red and warning in Harrison’s vision.
Every day? Nights? His house?

The last one caused the biggest flash. His house wasn’t a place he’d
willingly bring a woman like Sophie. Hell, he could barely stand being there
himself.

“Oscar never mentioned anything about that,” he said, taking a wide step
back. The distance seemed necessary. With any luck, the earth would open up
between them and he could fall through to the other side. “Can’t we just do it
here?”

“Bubbles has to learn in the environment where she’ll be spending most of
her time,” Sophie said. “It’s not really optional, I'm afraid. That’s kind of the
thing that makes Puppy Promise what it is. Each dog is personally selected
and trained for the individual.”

It was impossible to argue with that. A highly trained and specialized
animal was exactly what this was supposed to be all about. He clamped down
on his tongue and stretched a tight smile across his face. “Sure. That will be
fine.”

His attempts at moderation didn’t go over as well as he’d hoped. Sophie’s
expression fell. “Oscar didn’t explain this very well, did he?”



Actually, Oscar hadn’t explained it at all. As soon as Harrison had checked
himself out of the hospital—against the doctor’s recommendation—he’d
walked out to find Oscar sitting in his sleek black Suburban like a limo
driver. “Get in or I’m putting you behind a desk,” he’d said. The rest of the
conversation had followed much along the same lines.

Take care of yourself or I’'m putting you behind a desk.

Get a service dog or I’m putting you behind a desk.

Get a service dog from this place I’ve already selected and laid out tens of
thousands dollars for or I’m putting you behind a desk.

Service dogs didn’t come cheap, but Harrison’s dignity did.

“Does this mean Bubbles is coming home with me tonight?” he asked
warily.

Sophie glanced at the thin silver watch on her wrist and nodded. “It’s a
little past five now. She’s officially off duty. Not,” she added in a warning
tone, “that this means you can indulge in her every whim. Just get her used to
you and your house. Make her comfortable. See if she’ll sit for you. There’s a
box of supplies in the kennel for you to take home as well as a list of
directions about her feeding times and quantities. You can grab it on your
way out.”

It was as good as a dismissal. Harrison would have been relieved to hear it
if not for the fact that Bubbles sat at his feet, awaiting events with the air of
one resigned to an unpleasant fate.

“She won’t hurt you, Mr. Pa—I mean, Harrison.” Sophie blushed as she
spoke, as if surprised at her own daring. “Just be nice to her, and she’ll come
around.”

Being nice wasn’t something Harrison excelled at. In fact, being nice was
usually the last quality anyone associated with him.

“What if she doesn’t?” he asked.

“I’m still not giving you the Great Dane.”

He was startled into another one of those laughs that felt so foreign. “Don’t



worry. I learned that lesson already. Size and stability aren’t for me. Instead, I
get...” He glanced down at Bubbles and tried to think of the least offensive
way to phrase it.

It was more difficult than he thought.

“You get intelligence and devotion,” Sophie supplied for him. The note of
steel was back in her voice, daring him to argue. “You get a beautiful little
nugget who will risk her life to keep you safe.”

“A beautiful little nugget,” he echoed doubtfully.

Nuggets and raisins.

This was going to be so much worse than he’d thought.



Chapter 4

Nothing in the instructions told him how he was supposed to transport
Bubbles home.

Bags of food, water dishes, leashes, harnesses, even a minuscule red
training vest he side-eyed harder than he’d ever side-eyed anything in his life
were there in abundance. But there was no crate or any sort of pad he could
set on the floor.

“Are you supposed to ride in the back?” he asked, casting a doubtful glance
at the bed of his rusted pickup truck. Even without all the tools and fire
equipment back there, he doubted the puppy would be very comfortable. For
all he knew, the wind would blow her away like a tumbleweed. “I’ll probably
get in trouble for this, but I guess you’re sitting next to me. Don’t tell Sophie,
okay? She might yell at me again, and I don’t like it when she yells at me.”

Bubbles blinked up at him. Harrison took it as agreement.

Throughout his life, he’d heard every kind of insult and every kind of
criticism that could be leveled at a man for whom talking to people was a
curse. None of it stacked up to Sophie gently questioning his ability to own a
dog. Caring for a puppy was something normal people did every day. Puppies
provided love, affection, all those things you were supposed to feel when
something small and precious wriggled its way into your life.

In other words, all those things that he’d always lacked. Which was fine, in
the general way of things. Love and affection had never been his strong
points, and he knew it.



But the fact that Sophie knew it and on less than a day’s acquaintance...

“I’m not going to buckle you in, but you have to promise to sit perfectly
still,” he commanded. He set Bubbles down on the cracked vinyl seat and slid
in next to her. Since it seemed as good a time as any to try out those training
commands, he gave her a stern look and said, “Stay.”

The puppy’s response was to leap nimbly into his lap and stare up at him.
Her paws made almost no indentation on his leg, her weight so slight he
hardly felt it. She was warm though—a little ball of heat pressed against him.

Since his body temperature usually registered cold due to the lowered
amounts of insulin in his blood, he kind of liked it. But, “No, no, no,” he said,
his voice deep and firm. “That’s not how this is supposed to work. You sit
next to me.”

He set her aside once more only to have her leap into his lap again, this
time with a nervous shake to her little body. He remembered what Sophie had
said, that Bubbles was still skittish, and gave in. She might be able to tell this
poor, quivering dog to behave herself or else, but Harrison wasn’t that strong.

“Only this one time, okay?” he said as Bubbles licked gratefully at his
hand. He stuck the key in the ignition and turned it, pausing to check on the
puppy’s response as the V6 engine roared to life. “And you have to sit quietly
and behave like a lady, or I’ll end up driving us both off the highway.”

She did neither of those things. Sitting seemed to be beyond her as all the
glories of the world passed them by, and no lady he’d ever known would
have been lolling her tongue out the open window as though she’d never
tasted fresh air before.

The Vasquez domicile was located in the heart of Spokane, which meant
that it wasn’t too bad, having a tiny puppy hanging out his truck window
while the speed limits remained well within the thirty mile per hour range. As
he hit the highway leading north, however, which provided him with the
quick, half-hour commute to Deer Park, the speeds increased dramatically.

Too dramatically.



He cast one anxious glance down at the puppy in his lap and touched the
brakes. Veering quickly to the right, he turned onto a side road that demanded
all drivers amble along at twenty miles per hour or risk heavy fines.

A car coming the opposite direction honked, startling them both. With a
light curse, Harrison dropped his left hand and held Bubbles around the
dainty bones of her ankles to keep her in place.

“Don’t you dare jump out when I’m not looking,” he warned.

The only answer Bubbles gave was a happy twitch of her nose.

“What has that woman been doing to you, anyway?” he muttered. “You
don’t get any snacks, she never takes you on fun road trips, you have to put in
eight hours of hard work a day...”

Bubbles turned and licked his face before resuming her windswept survey
of the scenery around her.

Which was why it ended up taking him well over an hour to pull up the dirt
drive that led to his house.

“All right, you minx,” he said as he slowed the truck. There was a light
coating of dust over Bubbles’s fur, but it didn’t seem to bother her in the
slightest. “We’re finally here.”

He didn’t know whether it was him speaking that spurred her to realize it,
or if the stopping vehicle tipped her off, but she leaped off his lap. Whatever
else had happened in her short life, she knew what was coming next.

Home.

Except home was hardly the word he would have chosen to describe the
decaying heap of wood and concrete that greeted him as he swung open the
truck door. Sure, the huge, rambling farmhouse had walls and a roof, and it
was filled with childhood memories that no amount of time would be able to
erase. But to Harrison, it had never been anything more than a place to rest
his head. In fact, he’d have gladly consigned the whole thing to flames if it
weren’t for the fact that he spent his life fighting against that very thing.

Some things are meant to burn.



“Well, Bubbles. This is it. Home sweet home.” He lifted the puppy and
gently set her on the ground. It was still early enough that he didn’t fear the
raccoon under the porch coming out to make friends, so he didn’t bother with
a leash. Not that it would have mattered anyway. Bubbles took one look at
the unfamiliar surroundings and latched herself onto his leg.

Or his foot, rather. She didn’t reach very high.

“You can’t stand there, or I’ll step on you. Is that what you want? To be
crushed underfoot?”

The answer, apparently, was yes. As he moved to the truck bed and hoisted
the box of doggie supplies, Bubbles remained stubbornly near his toes. It
didn’t bode well for their future together. When Harrison was on the job, he
barely had time to remember his own name, let alone worry about his service
animal running under the stomping feet of several dozen firefighters.

And what would happen if she got caught in a tangle of fiery underbrush or
stuck behind a felled tree? It wouldn’t take more than a twig to knock the
poor creature down.

“I’ll bet Sophie didn’t even think about that,” he said, oddly triumphant.
“She has no idea what it’s like to be out in the trenches.”

“Who the hell are you talking to?” an irascible voice called from the front
porch. “Have you gone and lost your mind on top of everything else?”

“No, Dad.” Harrison scooped Bubbles up and placed her inside the box of
supplies. The soothing scent of a twenty-pound bag of puppy chow seemed to
bring her commensurate happiness, so she stayed put. “I’m talking to my new
dog.”

“Eh? You really went through with that?”

Harrison trudged up the steps to find his father standing in the doorway,
looking like an extension of the house in faded overalls and a work-worn
shirt. As he also had a red-stained apron tied around his waist, it was an
interesting picture. “I don’t have a choice, unfortunately. Oscar won’t let me
go back to work unless I play along.”



“What’d you get?” His dad leaned to peer around him, a frown crossing his
grizzled face when no frisky Great Dane followed in his wake. “Huh. It must
not like you. Damn thing ran away already.”

“No, she didn’t.” He turned the box so the puppy’s tiny head faced his
father. “Dad, meet Bubbles. My new lifeline.”

To be fair, his dad’s response was about a hundred times better than his
own had been. Hearty, chest-heaving laughter might not be the ideal reaction
to a service dog, but at least his dad retained the capability of speech.

“That’s not a dog,” he said between wheezing laughs. “That’s a rat in a
Halloween costume.”

Bubbles, unaware that her appearance was being denigrated in the extreme,
panted a friendly hello.

“She’s a Pomeranian,” Harrison explained. “They’re very good at scent
detection, apparently. And according to my, uh, handler, she’s also very
portable.”

“What? Are you going to carry her around in your pocket?”

It wasn’t a bad idea, actually. Except for the part where she’d fall out the
first time he bent over to dig a ditch.

“I haven’t worked through the logistics yet.”

Harrison moved the rest of the way into the house and set down the box,
taking in the strawberry-scented air with a grateful sigh. Today was a good
day, then. Those had been few and far between since his dad’s retirement
three months ago. For Harrison, being forced to take a temporary sabbatical
from the Department of Natural Resources had been a blow. For his dad,
leaving a forty-year stint as a highway patrol officer over a bad back had been
nothing short of a tragedy.

“You’ve been busy,” Harrison added in a voice he hoped was nonchalant.
“Preserves?”

His dad grunted. “The damn strawberries are taking over the backyard. I
had to do something with them. You hungry?”



Harrison was, but he needed to check his blood sugar levels first, and he
had to figure out where he was going to put Bubbles for the night. Instinct
told him that no matter what he decided, the puppy would have her own ideas
about where she wanted to be.

Small and sweet, she was also manipulative as all hell. He blamed the eyes.
Raisins were the cesspit of the food pyramid, the shriveled waste that no one
wanted anywhere near their cookies, not the windows to some tiny creature’s
soul.

“They’re not even real food,” he muttered.

“What’s that?” his dad called.

Since admitting how close he was to losing it wasn’t going to do him any
favors in his father’s eyes, he said, “I was just warning you that the dog isn’t
allowed to have any table scraps.” His father might not have been as
susceptible to this puppy’s charms as Harrison, but he wasn’t going to put
anything past the wily creature. “And, um, there’s going to be a woman
coming by tomorrow. All the tomorrows, actually. Apparently, most of the
training has to take place here.”

“Here?” Although neither Harrison nor his father was what you’d call
“house proud,” there was something about inviting another human into the
dusty, haphazard mess they lived in that caused an automatic recoil.

One look at the living room alone was enough to reveal why. Stacks of
books sat next to his father’s favorite armchair, most of them cracked along
the spine and in various states of disrepair. The bookshelves, conversely, held
boxes of broken electronics, most of which would never work again and, if
they did, would be at least twenty years out-of-date. Even the furniture was
old and mismatched, chosen more for comfort than for looks. On its own, the
place suited them just fine. Compared to Sophie’s house, however, it was
downright deplorable.

Every few months, Harrison tried to fix it up, but his efforts were usually
met with resistance at best and outright hostility at worst. To let in light and



air would be to let in the possibility of happiness—a thing no respectable
Parks man had done for decades.

“Are you sure she can do that?” his dad asked. “How is it legal?”

Harrison had to chuckle. “Because I invited her, Dad. It’s part of the
process. She comes highly recommended.”

Which may not have been true in so many words, but there was no denying
that the Oscar seal of approval didn’t come cheap. For whatever reason, his
boss trusted Sophie. Therefore, Harrison would trust Sophie too.

But not too much.

“And she’s going to train the dog?” his dad asked, eyeing the puppy warily.

“So I’ve been told. Both Bubbles and I need a lot of work.”

That, at least, got a crack of laughter. “If there’s one thing I’ve been trying
to get through to you for years, it’s that. What happens if I step on it?”

“Her. And don’t.”

“What if I can’t help myself?”

“Help yourself anyway.”

His dad held his stare, long and careful and full of meaning. His father liked
the idea of having a dainty puppy around the house almost as much as
Harrison did, which was to say not at all. But if there was one thing the two
of them had learned, it was that life rarely worked out the way they wanted it
to.

“Well, I’'m not feeding it.”

Harrison didn’t bother correcting the pronoun this time. “No one is asking
you to.”

“And I’m not cleaning up any dog messes.”

Harrison refrained from pointing out that he hadn’t cleaned messes of any
kind in the past twenty years. “You’ll barely know she’s here. I promise.”

As if to remind him that she had a will and an agenda of her own, Bubbles
let out a yap of protest.

His dad stared at the puppy, hoping—Harrison was sure—to stare her into



submissiveness. It didn’t work. That stare might work to intimidate
neighborhood Girl Scouts and door-to-door Bible salesmen, but it had no
effect on a puppy who’d just enjoyed an hour of pure bliss in the front seat of
his truck. Bubbles stared back with all the innocence of one who knew
herself to be adored.

His dad gave up with a shake of his head. “I hope you know what you’re
doing, Son.”

“Or what?” Harrison couldn’t help asking. As far as he could tell, they were
both being punished enough already. What else could you call two bad-
tempered men living alone in the woods without even the promise of their
careers to sustain them? “What will happen if I admit that I don’t have a
fucking clue?”

He got no answer. Apparently, his father didn’t have a fucking clue either.

In other words, they were both screwed.

If Harrison had thought the transportation question was a tricky one, it was
nothing compared to the small matter of where Bubbles would sleep.

And, yes. He meant small in every sense of the word.

“I already gave you three pillows,” he said, staring down at the puppy over
the edge of his bed. “There aren’t any more. I’'m literally sleeping on my
sweatshirt.”

Bubbles didn’t offer a single yap of reproach. She didn’t even whimper a
protest. She just sat on her throne of pillows and looked at him as though her
heart were breaking.

“Do you want a blanket? Are you cold? Is that it?”

The last thing Harrison wanted was to wake up his father or have to answer
a series of questions as to why he was up half the night catering to a puppy’s
wordless demands, so he lifted one of the pillows and shook it out of its case.
The floorboards in this house creaked something fierce, so it was in



everyone’s best interest that he stayed exactly where he was.

“There,” he said, arranging the pillowcase so that it wrapped around
Bubbles. She looked like a fluffy, brown cherry atop a swirl of ice cream.
“Now you can be warm and settle down.”

All he got in reply was another one of those mournful blinks.

“Goddammit, Sophie didn’t say anything about you sleeping in the bed!”

Since the words had been uttered more forcefully than he intended, he
reached down and scooped up the puppy—pillows and makeshift blanket and
all. Almost immediately, Bubbles emitted a small, contented sigh and tucked
her head in the crook of his arm.

“Ten minutes,” he warned as he lay back on the bed. Bubbles stayed
exactly where she was, stuck to his armpit like Velcro. “You can be up here
for ten minutes, but then it’s back to the floor where you belong. I can’t have
you up here with me all night. If I roll over the wrong way, you’ll die.”

Apparently, death by his crushing weight held no danger as far as Bubbles
was concerned. She’d spent the entire last hour fighting sleep and shivering
on the floorboards only to fall asleep within seconds of being cradled against
him.

“Goddammit,” he said again. This time, it came out more like a whisper.
“What am I supposed to do now?”

At least he had his pillows back. Moving carefully so as not to dislodge the
sleeping puppy, he arranged things so he was more comfortable. Even then,
he only had the flattest pillow of the lot under his head. The other two he set
up along the mattress’s edge as a kind of barrier. Babies rolled. Did puppies
roll? Hell, for all he knew, he wasn’t supposed to have pillows in here at all.
What if she suffocated?

“I’m going to give that woman a piece of my mind tomorrow,” he said,
careful to keep his voice low. “In fact, I’'m going to start making a list of all
the things she forgot to tell me. Does she think we’re all born knowing how
to take care of dogs? I wasn’t kidding about that goldfish thing. You’ve seen



this place—who would willingly bring anything living into it?”

Bubbles gave a twitch of her small body.

Harrison tensed, afraid he’d done something to hurt her, but she only sighed
and settled into a deeper sleep. Puppies he might not understand, but the
heavy, dreamless sleep of the exhausted was a thing he knew well. Some of
the men and women on his wildfire team had been known to literally fall
asleep on their feet after a particularly grueling day.

It was what made this whole Pomeranian-service-dog thing so upsetting. It
was impossible to explain to anyone who hadn’t been on the edge of a forest
fire just how close it was to being at the gates of hell. Those flames moved
fast—faster than most humans could run, let alone a small animal-—and were
as unpredictable as the wind.

People died out there. Good people, strong people, people who knew what
they were getting into and made the decision to fight anyway.

How could he ask this little nugget—yes, nugget—to tackle that with him?

“I’m adding that to the list too,” he muttered as he suppressed a yawn. The
warm lull of the puppy’s body had him sinking lower into the mattress. With
a quick, furtive look around the room—which was ridiculous for a lot of
reasons, but most especially the fact that no one else had been inside it for
years—he planted a soft kiss on top of Bubbles’s head.

“Tomorrow, we’ll get everything sorted out,” he said. “Tomorrow, we’ll
make her see reason.” Tomorrow, he’d say a lot of the things that lodged
inside his throat and inside his chest.

It was a thing he could promise with absolute certainty because, tomorrow,
he was going to get to see Sophie again.



Chapter 5

At first, Sophie wasn’t sure she’d gotten the right house.

The structure itself was about on par with what she’d expected. A grumpy
bachelor who spent most of his time battling the elements should live in a
huge, ramshackle house in the middle of nowhere. The sense of isolation with
each passing mile, the dirt drive leading in, even the weird metal sculpture
rusted over and broken at the hinge all seemed to fit Harrison’s personality to
a tee.

Rough and grizzled. Unwelcoming.

And, with a little work, probably one of the best things she’d ever seen.

But as the tires of her sleek, little Fiat crunched over the gravel, it wasn’t a
brawny, steely-eyed firefighter who appeared at the door. Instead, there stood
an older man, tall but gaunt, slowly lifting a cup of coffee to his lips.

“Hello,” Sophie called as she rolled down her window. “I’m looking for
where Harrison Parks lives. Do you know if I’m on the right road?”

It took the man a second to absorb her arrival, but he eventually nodded.
“You sure are, darling. You found us. Well, most of us, anyway.”

Most of us?

She put the car in park and got out, pausing just long enough to grab her
canvas work bag. “I’m Sophie Vasquez,” she said.

She put a hand out too, but the man only stared at her outstretched palm and
took another slow sip of his coffee.

“Um.” She jiggled her hand in an effort to bring it to his attention. “Sophie



Vasquez? The service dog trainer? Did Harrison tell you I'd be coming?”

“He mentioned something along those lines.” The man finally took her
hand and shook it. As had been the case with Harrison, it was a surprisingly
gentle grip. “You’ll find him upstairs. There’s been an incident.”

“An incident?” Sophie drew a sharp breath. “Is it Bubbles? Is she okay?”

The man gave her a long look. “She’ll recover, if that’s what you’re asking.
My son, however...”

“Oh, you’re Harrison’s dad.” That made so much sense. Looking at him,
she could see the resemblance. There was a hard wariness to their
expressions, a closed-off quality that went deeper than mere grouchiness.
“You said upstairs? Do you mind if I head in that direction?”

“Help yourself. But I’d tread warily if I were you.”

She paused. “The puppy or the man?”

He laughed his understanding. The swift change of expression wiped
decades from his face, made him almost approachable. “Both. I wouldn’t care
to deal with either one right now.”

The house was built in the traditional farmhouse style, which meant a steep
staircase rose almost directly from the foyer. Sophie took the stairs two at a
time, barely noting the faded wallpaper with brighter patches where pictures
once hung. She half expected canine sounds of distress to assail her, but all
she heard as she reached the landing was a low, coaxing male voice.

“You have to come out, Bubbles. There are monsters. Big, scary, under-the-
bed monsters who will snatch you between their hoary jaws.” There was a
pause and then, in a more urgent voice, “You’re making us look bad. What
will Sophie think if she finds you like this?”

Sophie was mostly amused, to be honest. Harrison Parks hadn’t struck her
as the sort of man who believed in monsters, let alone was scared of them.
How could he be? One fierce glare and he’d have the whole lot of them
exiled to their dark lairs.

She walked through the closest door on the right to find Harrison’s lower



half protruding from underneath a ruffled bed skirt. It was a strangely
appealing sight, his backside tightly encased in faded jeans, his feet bare. A
strip of skin appeared below the line of his T-shirt as he twisted and flexed to
reach farther under the bed, showcasing a small plastic box clipped to the
back of his jeans. His insulin pump, she was guessing.

“I mean it,” he called to the dog. “This isn’t what heroes do. You want to
be a hero, don’t you?”

As much as she appreciated the sight of a large, well-built man wriggling
on the floor, she didn’t appreciate her poor dog being cornered in a dark,
scary place.

“Heroes come in all shapes and sizes, thank you very much,” she said.

A loud thump and a howl sounded. From the way the bed shook and the
grumble that followed, she guessed Harrison had hit his head on the frame.

He slithered out before she could apologize for taking him by surprise. His
movements were quick and agile, allowing her only a brief glimpse of the
undulating muscles of his back before he was standing again.

Standing and glowering.

“Your dog refuses to come out,” he said, pointing an accusing finger at the
bed. “I’ve tried everything to coax her out—everything except table scraps,
so don’t look at me like that.”

“Look at you like what?”

“Like that,” he repeated. He also didn’t elaborate, so she had no idea how
she was supposed to interpret his remark. Was she furrowing her brow?
Blinking too much?

With a sigh, he added, “She’s too damn small. I can’t get hold of her.”

“Maybe that’s because she doesn’t want to be held,” Sophie said tartly.
“What happened to set her off?”

His grim expression turned even grimmer. “Fire.”

“What? Where?” She spun, wondering if she’d somehow missed blazing
flames. It was only then that she noted the room they were in was distinctly



and unmistakably feminine. In addition to the ruffled bed skirt, there was a
mirrored vanity in one corner covered with perfume bottles that had long ago
been tipped on their sides. The room was also dusty in a way that was
normally reserved for haunted houses. Like the faded wallpaper in the
hallway, there was something ancient and untouched about it.

“In the living room,” Harrison said. “It was cold this morning, so I started a
fire in the grate. She took one look at the crackling flames, howled, and ran
off.”

“Oh. Um.” Sophie gulped. “That’s not good.”

“No,” he agreed grimly. “I think we can safely say it’s not good. Didn’t you
test her first or anything?”

Test her? As in, throw a puppy into a flaming pit and see how she’d react?
“Of course I didn’t,” she said. “I mean, I tested her nose, of course, and
gauged her reaction to high-stress situations, but I thought we’d introduce her
to your actual lifestyle gently. Carefully.”

“Gently?” he echoed. “Do you have any idea what it is I do for a living?”

A feeling of heat—not unlike the lick of a flame—came over her. It was
accompanied by a sinking sensation that stopped in her stomach and decided
to take up residence there. When Oscar had first presented her with this case,
he’d said that Harrison’s main duties involved training new firefighters and
playing a supportive role on the front lines. Digging ditches, coordinating
teams, making sure supplies got where they needed to go—it had sounded an
awful lot like a war zone, but that was okay. Sophie could work with a war
zone. Bubbles could too. Dogs were often called on to serve in areas of
danger—just look at what they were capable of anytime an earthquake hit or
someone went missing in the wilderness.

She’d known from the start that Bubbles was brave and strong and willing
to do just about anything. It hadn’t even occurred to her that flames would be
where the puppy would draw the line.

Partially to avoid having to respond to Harrison and partially because she



really was worried about Bubbles, she sank to her knees near the bed to peek
at the puppy for herself. If the room was grubby, the floor was even more so,
with several dust bunnies bigger than Bubbles wafting about underneath.
Bubbles hid behind one now, only distinguishable by the dark flash of her
wide, terrified eyes.

“Come on, love.” She waited until her own eyes adjusted before shifting to
her stomach. Now that she was officially on the job, she wore her usual dog-
training attire of khaki pants and their official company polo shirt. There was
no chance she’d give Harrison a free peep show.

Not that he’d be the least bit interested in one from me anyway.

“We have lots of work to do today,” she said, adopting the voice of one
settling in for a long, comfortable chat. Her ability to hold long, one-sided
conversations was a real boon in this line of work. Most dogs, like most
people, just wanted to feel as though they weren’t alone. Nothing helped
stave off anxiety better than someone chatting away at you as though
everything was just fine.

It was a thing she’d learned from personal experience. During her long
hospitalizations as a kid, she’d most looked forward to visits from her sisters.
With the exception of their parents, they were the only people who didn’t
tiptoe around her. They’d done what sisters do best: bickered and complained
and generally made pests of themselves.

In moments of vulnerability, nothing was more comforting than bickering
sisters. It was a proven fact.

“Rock sends his love by the way.” She used her forearms, army-crawl style,
to pull herself even farther under the bed. Harrison was so large that he
hadn’t been able to wedge his body very far under here, but she was small
enough that she could scoot toward the back where Bubbles stood shivering
in a corner. Sophie took one look at that panting, heaving little darling and
kept talking. “Actually, I lied. He sends his hate. I'm not sure he’ll ever
forgive you for going away. Oh, I know he always acted like he couldn’t



stand you, all growly and mean whenever you wanted to play, but you’ve
never seen anyone so forlorn now that you’re gone. What do you think he did
once he realized you weren’t just out for a walk or getting some training?”
She paused a second, as if waiting for Bubbles’s response. “He howled. Like,
legit howled. He set off a chain reaction through the whole place.”

She thought she heard Harrison make a noise from somewhere behind her,
but she ignored it. Already Bubbles was reacting to the calm friendliness of
her voice, allowing herself to be coaxed out of the corner.

“He keeps peeking into your kennel when he thinks no one is watching. I
bet he’s hoping you’ll show up underneath a blanket or behind the water dish.
I didn’t have the heart to tell him you’ve got a big, important job now and
won’t be coming back. It’1l break his poor puppy heart.”

Bubbles pulled forward enough for Sophie to get a hand out for her to sniff.

“Yes, I can see that makes you happy. You had poor Rock wrapped around
your little paw, didn’t you? You left a trail of broken hearts back there, you
know. Everyone is rooting for you to succeed. You just can’t see it the way
we do.”

That last bit of encouragement did the trick, drawing the puppy out enough
so Sophie could give her a reassuring pat. As soon as she made physical
contact, the fight was over. With one swipe of her tiny pink tongue on
Sophie’s finger, Bubbles lost the last of her fear. Sophie scooped the animal
carefully in one hand and crawled out from under the bed.

“Ta-da!” she cried, holding the Pomeranian up like a trophy. “See what I
mean? She’s not unmanageable. She needs a little extra encouragement,
that’s all.”

Her feeling of triumph lasted all of six seconds. She glanced up at Harrison
in hopes of being showered with his gratitude, but he was frowning down at
the pair of them like a reluctant executioner whose hand was about to be
forced.

Sophie didn’t go so far as to quake like Bubbles under the bed, but a



definite frisson ran up her spine—not of fear, of course, but of the deep,
terrible realization that she’d royally screwed the pooch.

Figuratively speaking, of course.

“This was a mistake.” Sophie spoke up before Harrison could say anything.
She couldn’t bear to hear it from his own lips—that Bubbles wasn’t going to
be good enough, that Sophie had failed before she even began.

It was going to be awful, crawling back like this, but what else could she
do? They were right. All of them—Lila and Dawn and her parents and Oscar.
She wasn’t equipped to work on a case like this one. She’d failed to properly
communicate with the client. She’d been so dead set on Bubbles proving
everyone wrong that she’d proven herself wrong in the process.

Poor, little, fluffy Sophie. You aren’t meant for the real jobs, but I’'m sure
someone would love to take you on as a pet.

“I honestly thought Bubbles would be a good fit for you, but I can see that I
was wrong,” she said. Her lower lip was showing an alarming tendency to
quiver, but she forced herself to hold it together. “You obviously have needs
that she and I can’t meet. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

With a start, Harrison reached out and plucked the puppy out of Sophie’s
grasp. She barely had time to notice what had happened before he curled his
arms around the animal in a protective cocoon.

“What?” he demanded. “You’re taking her away?”

“I thought...” Sophie glanced around, bewildered. Her gaze skimmed over
the worn wallpaper and gentle decay of the house before landing back on
Harrison. It was such a strange combination, this faded farmhouse and the
glorious man contained within it, but somehow it fit. “You were upset. You
said she’s no good.”

“I said the situation isn’t good. And it’s not—I spent half my damn
morning crawling around on my hands and knees trying to convince this
puppy I’m not out to light her on fire.”

Sophie blinked. The harsh words and guttural way he uttered them should



have sent her running. He was all those things Oscar had warned her about
and more—gruff and rough and uncompromising. In fact, he was the last man
on earth to whom she’d willingly hand over something as precious and
vulnerable as a baby Pomeranian.

But he hadn’t shifted his position. If anything, he’d curled himself even
more around the puppy, placing himself between the animal and Sophie.

He was protecting the dog. He was protecting the dog from her.

“It might not be possible for her to get over this kind of fear,” Sophie said,
eyeing him as one might a baited bear. “I can do my best to work with her,
obviously, but I can’t promise it will be a success.”

“Well, you can’t just take her away from me.”

“Um.”

He placed a protective hand on Bubbles’s head. “You practically forced me
to bring her home in the first place.”

Sophie stood still for a moment, watching the pair of them. The idea of
anyone believing her capable of causing harm to Bubbles was laughable. The
idea of a man like Harrison thinking it was downright ludicrous. Yet that was
exactly what he did think—and he was willing to put himself on the line to
stop her.

What else might he be willing to do?

Curious, she placed her hands on her hips and put on her sternest
expression. “I’m afraid it’s my call, Mr. Parks. Until the training certificate is
placed in your hands, Bubbles remains under my care. If I feel she’s in a
dangerous position or is incapable of performing her duties, I’'m going to take
her back to the kennel and reassign you a new puppy.”

“The devil you will.”

She almost laughed out loud at the expression that accompanied this oath.
In all her life, she’d never seen a more physically imposing man. Harrison
obviously hadn’t had time to shave that morning, his hard jaw scraped with
stubble that gave him a menacing air. His expansive chest swelled with



emotion, and his face took on a hard look that could have turned entire
villages to stone. He also planted his legs in a subconscious gesture that she
assumed was supposed to intimidate her.

And it would have too, if not for the fact that he was cradling a puppy in his
arms with all the reverence one would show a newborn baby.

“Legally, she’s still the property of Puppy Promise,” Sophie said.

“I don’t care.”

“You will if I show up here with a court order and the full force of animal
control at my back.”

He hesitated, casting an anxious glance down at Bubbles. Bubbles,
supremely oblivious of the battle currently being waged over her, wagged her
tail in response. “You can do that?”

She had no idea. In fact, she was pretty sure Harrison could demand that
she leave his property or be charged with trespassing, but she wasn’t about to
point that out—not when she was finally getting somewhere. She had no idea
how or why it was, but Harrison was never quite as accessible as he was
when she took a stand against him.

“Your work is too dangerous for her,” she said now, testing her theory.
“I’m sorry, but that makes you an unfit parent.”

“Well, I think you’re an unfit dog trainer,” he retorted. “Getting a man all
attached and then taking his puppy away.”

As was the case yesterday, Sophie felt an overwhelming urge to giggle.
Harrison Parks was attached. Less than twenty-four hours in, and Bubbles
had successfully wooed him—and if the look on his face was anything to go
by, wooed him hard.

She took a step closer—not a threatening one, but one of invitation. “What
if I promised you could have Rock instead? Big, fierce, oh-so-strong Rock?”

“I wouldn’t believe you. You’re a liar.”

Just as no one had ever yelled at her before, neither had anyone called her a
liar. She took another step. She was near enough now that she could feel the



power emanating off of him, the heat. She liked it more than was good for
her.

“Well, you’re a bully,” she said. “Scaring a poor, defenseless woman like
me. Making me quake in my shoes.”

“Bullshit.” Despite the severity of the word, there was no force to it. In fact,
as Sophie looked up into Harrison’s face, she saw the lines lifting, his
irresistible smile wiping away every harsh thing he’d ever said or done.
“You’re not scared of me. You’re not even a little bit nervous.”

“That shows what you know. I might go hide under the bed.”

“Well, I won’t come get you.”

“I might make Bubbles hide there with me.”

“You’ll have to pry her out of my cold, dead arms first.”

“What in blazes is going on up here?”

By this time, Sophie and Harrison had come almost toe-to-toe, his bare feet
separated from her tennis shoes by only a fraction of an inch. At the sound of
his father’s voice, they both jumped back—Sophie, because she was
genuinely startled; Harrison, because a flush of guilt replaced his smile.

“Does one of you want to explain why it sounds like there’s a presidential
debate taking place on the goddamn landing?” his father demanded.

“Jesus, Dad.” Harrison’s guilty flush didn’t abate any. If anything, it grew
more pronounced. “You could have just come up here and asked. There’s no
need to yell.”

“Why the hell not? That’s what you were doing. Not at this poor scrap of a
girl, I hope.”

Harrison glanced quickly at her, almost as if assessing whether or not she
was about to fall into a maidenly swoon. Since she wasn’t—not even close—
he took on an almost juvenile defiance. “She started it.”

His dad snorted. “I’ll bet she did. With a saint like you living under this
roof, I’ve gotten used to nothing but peace and quiet around here.” He
paused. “Why is your dog covered in dust?”



“We, uh, had a small argument over Bubbles’s training,” Harrison said. He
shot Sophie a look that was equal parts anxiety and warning. “But it’s all
worked out now. Isn’t that right, Sophie? No hard feelings?”

Sophie had a hard time holding back a laugh. Her feelings were anything
but hard. These men obviously had no idea how refreshing she found it to be
in the middle of an honest, no-holds-barred squabble. She’d spent most of her
life behind reverential glass, cherished by her parents, adored by her puppies.
Everyone was so afraid she’d collapse at the first sign of struggle that they
did everything in their power to protect her.

Well, no one was protecting her right now, and she was doing just fine. In
fact, she’d never felt less like collapsing in her entire life.

“Everything’s great,” Sophie said.

Harrison’s dad glanced back and forth between them. “Does this mean
we’re keeping the damn dog?”

Harrison turned to Sophie for the answer. He was still holding Bubbles, one
finger running up and down her spine while she lolled against him. “I know
it’s not going to be easy to make this work. Her fear of fire, the hazards of my
job, my own goddamn temperament...” All of the fight drained from him at
once. “I get it—Dbelieve me, I get it.”

Sophie opened her mouth and closed it again. Of all the things she’d
expected him to say, complete and utter capitulation wasn’t it.

But there was more of it coming. Harrison took a deep breath. “Whatever
you decide, I respect your judgment, of course. But if it’s at all possible, I’d
like to keep trying.”

Sophie was too surprised to do more than goggle at him. No one, not even
her sisters, had ever told her they respected her...anything. She wasn’t the
type of woman to inspire that kind of emotion in others. Pity and concern,
sure. Love, of course. But never respect.

“Please,” he added. “I know it sounds silly considering everything that’s
happened, but we’ve reached an understanding, Bubbles and 1.”



As if realizing she was the topic of conversation, Bubbles gave a happy
yap. Even though Sophie had doubts aplenty, and she was questioning her
own judgment something fierce, Harrison’s confidence caused something to
shift inside of her. It was a new sensation and a liberating one. She felt
strong. She felt capable.

She felt happy.

“Where did she sleep last night?” Sophie asked.

Harrison’s dad laughed, but a glare from his son cut the sound short.

“There wasn’t anything in the instructions about it,” Harrison said, his tone
defensive.

“I know.” Sophie had done that on purpose. Some families felt the need to
crate their animals or put them in outdoor pens overnight. Which was totally
fine when you were talking about a pet, but not at all ideal for a service dog.
Bubbles needed to be able to alert Harrison at all hours of the day and night,
which meant she had to be inside and as close as possible.

“It gets cold out here overnight,” he said. “And she’s so small.”

“Hence the fire,” Sophie said.

Harrison’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Hence the fire,” he agreed.

Harrison’s dad seemed unable to control his delight any longer. “That dog
slept curled up on his chest like a goddamned baby. I took a picture, if you
want to see it. I’m putting it on my Christmas card this year.”

The swift stiffening that took over his son’s body seemed not to affect
Harrison’s dad in the slightest. “You’ve never sent a Christmas card in your
life,” Harrison muttered.

“Well, it’s a good year to start, isn’t it? Now that I have a granddog and
all.” His father winked at Sophie. “If you’ve got things in hand here, I’1l take
myself off. Don’t let him scare you. I’ve got that picture tucked away to use
as blackmail the second things get out of hand.”

“I won’t, Mr. Parks,” Sophie said warmly. She liked this man—he
reminded her a lot of Oscar. Her own father was a mild-mannered history



professor doted on by his wife and daughters. As much as she loved him, she
found herself drawn to these gruff, unabashed men. They made her feel
almost normal. “And thank you.”

Harrison waited until his dad disappeared down the stairs before turning his
stiffness on her. “She wouldn’t sleep anywhere else,” he said, his tone
between apology and accusation. “I made her a place on the floor, and gave
her all my pillows and then wrapped her in a blanket, but none of it worked.
She...”

“Yes?”

He turned a flushed scowl her way. “She looked so lonely, that’s all,
shaking and shivering and looking at me with those sad raisin eyes. What
kind of rig are you running at that kennel, anyway?”

Sophie nearly choked. “She looked at you with what?”

His stiffness became even more pronounced, but he didn’t back down from
the challenge. “Her eyes.” He held the dog out as if for her inspection.
“They’re like sad, wet raisins.”

“You mean grapes.”

“What?”

“Wet raisins—those are grapes. You literally just described the fruit that
raisins are made from.”

He chuffed his annoyance with a swell of his powerful chest. “You’re
missing the point. Look at her. Take a good look at her, and tell me what you
see.”

Sophie wasn’t sure how he expected her to reply, but she took a moment to
inspect the animal. To be fair, the puppy’s eyes were rather woebegone, but
that was because Bubbles was exceptional at luring people in with her
innocence and adorable fluff. Harrison was living proof of it—he’d had the
dog for one day and was already becoming putty in her paws.

If only it were that easy for me. Innocence and fluff might work well in a
puppy’s favor, but they weren’t the qualities a girl liked to advertise when



attracting a partner, especially not one as intense and virile as this one.

Not that she wanted to attract Harrison, of course.

“They look more like obsidian, if you ask me. Like she was forged in a
volcano.” She smiled down at the puppy and then up at Harrison. “You did
the right thing, by the way. It’s better that she sleeps close to you. She needs
to be able to smell your breath to distinguish your blood sugar levels while
you sleep, and your chest is an ideal place to do that.”

He blinked. “It is?”

“Absolutely. And you knew it, didn’t you, Bubbles? That’s why you were
upset when he tried to make you sleep so far away. You weren’t being given
a chance to prove yourself.”

“Then why the hell didn’t you tell me all this yesterday?” Harrison ran a
hand through his dark-brown locks, casting them into even further disarray.
“A warning would have been nice. You could have saved me a lot of time
and trouble. Not to mention sleep.”

He words were harsh again, but Sophie was no longer fooled. My bark is a
lot worse than my bite, he’d said yesterday, and she was beginning to realize
he hadn’t been exaggerating. His bark was loud and fierce, but if there was
one thing in this world she knew, it was dogs.

Dogs barked because they were nervous, because they were issuing a
warning, because their instinctive urge to protect themselves—and others—
was strong. They barked because they felt threatened.

From there, the conclusion was a natural one: Harrison was threatened by
her. This big, fierce, firefighting hero of a man had taken one look at little old
Sophie and decided he was the one at a disadvantage.

This must be what power feels like.

“I could have, but it was more important for you and Bubbles to forge a
natural relationship.” She smiled gently. “I’m not going to be here all the
time to help you. This is your life we’re talking about—yours and hers. You
two have to find a way to make it work between you.”



Once again, his strong emotion seemed to wash away, rendering him
almost boyish. “That sounds fair.”

“And it’s not going to be easy, getting her over a fear like this one,” she
added. “If it’s even possible in the first place. I’'m not going to lie—if Lila
were to hear about this, she’d probably pull the plug on the whole project.”

He swallowed.

“Hey,” she said and laid a light hand on his arm. “It’s not as bad as you
think. I’ll be here to help you every step of the way. Yelling, if I have to.
Pushing.”

A rueful grin touched his lips. “You do seem to do an awful lot of that.
Oscar should have warned me how combative you are.”

Sophie almost laughed out loud. Before yesterday, pushy and combative
were two words that no one would think to associate with her. Yet here she
was, standing tall, asserting herself, getting results.

“You like it,” she said.

He grunted a soft assent.

“You like Bubbles too, don’t you?”

They both looked down at the puppy, who was staring adoringly up at her
new owner. Sophie decided right then and there that nothing—not even the
flames of hell—would stop her from making these two happy together. It
would be a hard road, convincing a man who loved danger as much as
Harrison that a creature as small and vulnerable as this one was worth the
effort.

But she was. She was.

“Okay,” Harrison said. His assent came so suddenly that Sophie had to ask
him to repeat himself. He did with another of those hesitant, almost
apologetic smiles.

“It’s not going to be easy, you know,” he added. “I’m not used to being
pushed. I'll fight you every step of the way.”

She nodded. “I look forward to the challenge.”



“It could get ugly. I could get ugly. I usually do.” He hesitated, his eyes
anxiously watching her own. “Most people give up on me long before we get
to this point.”

“Yes, well. I’'m not most people.”

“No, Sophie Vasquez.” His voice dropped so low that her name sounded
almost like a caress. “I think we can safely agree on that.”

She had no time to follow up on this promising turn of events. At that exact
moment, Bubbles decided she’d had enough of playing second string to the
pair of them. With another of her small, plaintive barks, she demanded that
she be pet, made much over, and otherwise coddled as befitted a lady of her
stature. And Harrison, proving himself a pushover of the highest order, gave
right in.

As much as Sophie appreciated the picture made by a large, attractive man
and his tiny canine overlord, there was still quite a bit of work to do if she
was going to make a success of this.

Clearing her throat, she cast a look at Harrison’s bare feet and officially
started the day. “If you want to hand her over, I’ll set up the morning training
while you get dressed,” she said. “Did you two eat?”

He blinked at the sudden shift in the conversation but accepted it with a
shrug. “Only half of us. Bubbles has been fed, but I didn’t have time, not with
the fire situation.”

“Then I suggest you do that first.”

“Thanks, but I’m fine.” His stance indicated that the topic wasn’t open to
negotiation.

And so it begins.

“I have no doubt that you are, but you need to make sure your blood sugar
level is as normal as possible before we get started,” she said, her voice
clipped. “We have to establish a consistent and stable baseline, or she’ll get
confused later on.”

“But [—" he began before stopping himself with a nod. “Okay. You’re the



expert. You're in charge.”

Sophie was so startled by that—me, the expert; me, in charge—that she
almost dropped the puppy being placed in her arms. She might have done it
too, but Harrison handed over his precious burden with so much trust that she
didn’t dare let go. Now that she’d accepted the challenge he’d offered, she
was beginning to realize the enormity of it.

He hadn’t just given her his puppy to hold; he’d given her his entire life.
His career, his future, his happiness—all of it now depended on her.

She gulped as she watched him turn on his heel and trot easily down the
stairs. He paused just long enough to cast a glance over his shoulder, a
slightly mocking lift to one of his heavy brows.

“You coming?” he asked.

She nodded, unwilling—and unable—to commit the folly of speech. She
was on her way, all right. She was in this now.

She had to push. She had to fight.

But most important, she had to win.



Chapter 6

“I need you to tell me everything you know about driving a man crazy.”

Sophie slid into the vinyl booth of her favorite diner, pleased but not
surprised to find a generous slice of cherry pie with a scoop of ice cream
melting into an ocean around it. If she knew her sisters, they’d already asked
the waitress to bring her a Cobb salad afterward. For now, dessert came first.

Childhood habits were hard to break that way. When every day’s survival
was questionable, eating pie before vegetables was just common sense.

“Why, Sophie, you beautiful little hussy. I thought you’d never ask.” Dawn
swiped a bite of pie and licked her fork clean. “Step one is all about the
wardrobe. What you want to do in the early days is expose just one body part
at a time. Pick something that’s normally innocent, say, a shoulder—”

“No, no. Not the sexy kind of crazy. The other kind. The annoyed kind.”

“Why did you look at me when you said that?” Lila demanded. Unlike
Dawn, she would never presume to eat from someone else’s plate. Her own
dishes were arrayed in front of her in a perfectly square pattern—fruit,
vegetable, protein, carbs. “I don’t annoy men. Men love me.”

Dawn snorted.

“It’s true!” Lila protested. “I don’t always love them back, that’s all. I have
high standards.”

Neither one of them could argue with that. Nor, Sophie reflected, would
they want to. Lila deserved her high standards. Not only was she the best-
looking of the sisters, her thirty years worn like a diamond tiara, but she was



the smartest too. She had a master’s degree in animal behavior—a valuable
tool for training dogs...and, Sophie hoped, for training men.

“This is serious, you guys,” Sophie said. “Harrison and Bubbles and I had a
very productive day. I know how I’m going to make a success of them.”

“And the answer isn’t hard work and the tried-and-true practices of dog
training we’ve been instilling in you for years?” Lila asked.

“Well, yes, obviously.” Sophie squirmed, not quite able to meet her sister’s
eyes. If she had any idea just how far from the tried-and-true practices Sophie
planned on going, she’d yank this entire project out from under her. A puppy-
mill puppy was bad enough. A puppy-mill puppy who was afraid of fire and a
firefighter who was afraid of his puppy-mill puppy was another thing
altogether. Her head whirled to think of it.

“Of course I'll follow all the regular training techniques,” Sophie said
primly. “But it’s going to take a little more than that. You have to admit this
case is special, Lila. Not only is Bubbles unlike our usual puppies, but
Harrison is unlike our usual clients. Most of the time, they’re the ones
coming to us, eager to adopt a dog and willing to do whatever it takes to train
it. Harrison is only doing this because he has to.”

The waitress came by to whisk Sophie’s now-empty dessert plate away and
replace it with the leafy salad—her usual. The Vasquez sisters had talent to
spare when it came to academics and training dogs, but none of them were
any good at cooking. If it weren’t for the Maple Street Grill across the street
from their house, they’d probably all starve.

“So, your grand plan is to annoy him?” Lila asked.

“Yes.”

“Every day?”

“If I have to.”

“For six weeks?”

“I told you I needed help.” Sophie cast her most-pleading look up at Lila’s
face. The one good thing about having overprotective sisters was that they



were highly susceptible to begging. “Please? I know you didn’t like Harrison,
but he’s really quite sweet once you get to know him. And he’s already
agreed to this alternative approach. In fact, I think he’s enjoying it.”

Lila’s brow came up. “What about the puppy?”

“You should have been there today, Lil.” Sophie was unable to keep the
enthusiasm out of her voice as she leaned over the table, waving her fork all
the while. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It takes her one time to learn
something, two to make it routine. I mean, she could barely keep her eyes
open by the end of the day, but she wouldn’t even lie down until she’d been
given permission.”

“If the dog’s so obedient, why do you need us?” Lila asked.

“I told you already. Because the man isn’t.”

Dawn cracked a laugh, her eyes crinkling around the edges. “The ones
worth having rarely are. What did he do?”

Sophie paused, stabbing at her lettuce in an attempt to stall. It wasn’t that
she was afraid to tell her sisters about her conversation with Harrison, but it
felt...disloyal somehow. He was clearly a man who protected his private life
—who protected himself—at all costs. Opening up to her, even that tiny bit,
must have been painful for him.

She wouldn’t betray that. Not now that she knew he respected her.

“Let’s just say that he doesn’t play well with others,” Sophie said. At the
shared look of alarm that passed between her sisters, she rushed to add, “Not
in a bad way. Just in a closed-off way. It’s like he’s got this wall up and he
refuses to let anyone past it. But if I push him just enough...”

She paused, struggling to find the right words.

“You can sneak past the wall?” Dawn ventured.

“Not sneak past it,” Sophie said. “Demolish it entirely. He was super
awkward with you guys at the house yesterday, right?”

“He said all of three words to me,” Lila said.

“I managed six, but that was only because I was trying really hard,” Dawn



said. “He definitely perked up when you walked in though.”

Sophie nodded and did her best not to blush, but Dawn wasn’t done putting
her on the spot.

“He’s not a handsome man,” she said, tapping a french fry in ketchup. “Not
in the classical sense, anyway. But the second he saw you, I couldn’t help but
think that he’s a hell of an attractive one, if you know what I mean.”

Sophie did. She definitely did. Harrison’s features might not be regular, and
he might grumble and stomp like a giant atop a beanstalk, but he still
managed to radiate virility. Even now, miles away, she could feel his
magnetism.

“I can’t imagine why you’d want to annoy someone who looks at you like
that,” Dawn added with a swooning sigh.

“That’s because you don’t know him,” Sophie said. “He only likes me
because I annoy him. I mean, when he saw Bubbles for the first time, it was
as if I’d just shown him the moment of his own death. But then I told him to
crawl inside the pen and cuddle with her, and he was so outraged at the
prospect that everything flipped over. He started laughing and joking, finally
willing to give her—to give me—a try. The same thing happened today. It’s
like he can’t move forward unless he reaches some kind of breaking point
first.”

Sophie paused, aware how strange all this must seem to her sisters, but she
didn’t know how else to explain it. “I know it’s weird, but I can’t get started
on any real work with him until the wall comes down.”

“So you’re smashing through his walls?” Lila asked. “With what?”

She couldn’t help but grin at the disbelief in her sister’s voice. Sophie was
hardly known for her ability to ride a wrecking ball through other people’s
lives. “Well, I can’t smash them, obviously. I doubt I could even pick up a
sledgehammer that big. But if I push him far enough, he does it for me.”

“Does that mean you pushed him today? Enough to get the wall down,
anyway?” Dawn propped her chin in her hand and watched Sophie with a



gleam in her eyes. “How?”

Sophie’s grin turned into a giggle. “I threatened to take away his puppy.”

It was a credit to both her sisters that she didn’t have to explain the joke.
The idea that Sophie could physically wrest anything away from a six-foot
tank of a man was preposterous in the extreme. The fact that they were
talking about a two-pound Pomeranian puppy only made it that much funnier.

“But I can hardly do that every day. Especially not now that he knows what
I’'m doing. That’s why I'm asking for your input. I don’t have enough
experience with men like Harrison Parks.” Or, if she was being perfectly
honest, with men in general. “What else can I do that will send him over the
edge?”

Dawn opened her mouth to respond, but Lila forestalled her with a stern
look and some advice of her own. “Correct him when he’s wrong and don’t
be modest about it. Tell him to smile more. Talk about religion and politics
every chance you get, and always act like you’re an expert. Critique his
driving. And above all else, never apologize for anything, even—especially
—if you’re the one at fault.”

Sophie eyed her oldest sister with a growing sense of wonder. “You didn’t
even have to stop and think about any of those.”

“Of course I didn’t.” Lila picked the napkin out of her lap and daintily
dabbed the corners of her mouth. “Those are all the things that men do to
annoy me. It’ll serve one of them right to have the tables turned for a change.
Now if you’ll excuse me, I’'m going to run to the ladies’ room.”

Sophie didn’t dare look at Dawn until their sister had woven through the
tables and disappeared around a corner. And a good thing too, because the
moment their eyes met, they fell into a peal of laughter that drew the attention
of every patron in the place.

“Well, crap,” Sophie said. “How long do you think she’s been harboring
that particular grudge?”

“Years, at the very least. Poor Lil. She’s too good for ninety-nine percent of



the men on this planet. Then again, so are you. The only difference is that
you haven’t realized it yet.” The gleam was back in Dawn’s eyes. “Are you
sure you’re only interested in driving him the bad kind of crazy? I wasn’t
kidding about how attractive he is, Soph. Men like that don’t come around
every day—believe me, I know.”

“Um.” She bit her lip. “Maybe you’d better go over that exposed-shoulder
thing before Lila gets back. Just so I know I understand it.”

The irrepressible dimple broke out in Dawn’s cheek. “Oh, Sophie. The
shoulder is only the beginning. Just wait until we get to the midriff.”



Chapter 7

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

At the sound of Oscar’s voice, Harrison glanced up from the kitchen table,
a scowl on his face and a sharp pair of scissors in his hand. If it weren’t for
the puppy napping blissfully on his lap, he might have jumped to his feet and
used the scissors as a makeshift shiv.

Relentlessly. And with absolute glee.

“You heartless bastard,” he said. “I’'m surprised you dare to show your face
here after what you’ve done to me.”

“What I’ve done to you?” Oscar tsked gently and lowered himself into the
nearest chair. It spoke volumes about their history together that he’d willingly
put himself so close to a potential stabbing. “You mean when I called in a
personal favor and laid out a huge chunk of my annual DNR budget to keep
your sorry ass alive and on the job? You’re right. What was I thinking?”

It was a rhetorical question, so Harrison didn’t bother answering. The next
question, however, was more pointed.

“Is that the infamous puppy?”

Harrison glanced down at Bubbles, who was showing signs of waking. It
was always a production with her, her tiny limbs twitching, her tinier tongue
stretching as she yawned. Awake she might be, but she wouldn’t move from
his lap, that much he knew for sure. It was warm there, and the damn dog
wouldn’t stop shivering.

And who could blame her? There was a faulty latch on the back door that



caused it to swing open at the first sign of a gust of wind, so the blasted thing
had been open half the night. The baseboard heaters were older than Harrison
was, and the fireplace obviously wasn’t an option. He had no other choice.

“Bubbles, meet the man who betrayed me. Judas, meet the ferocious rescue
puppy you’ve saddled me with for the rest of my life.”

“Aw, she’s a cute little thing, isn’t she?” Oscar said, ignoring Harrison’s
commentary. He turned his attention to the project Harrison had laid out on
the table. “Why are you cutting holes in your socks?”

He waved the scissors at Oscar. “If you know what’s good for you, you
won’t ask that question.”

Oscar shrugged. “Suit yourself. Is Wallace around?”

“No, he went into town to run a few errands.”

“And by that, you mean he’s sitting alone at the bar in the bowling alley?”

Harrison glanced at the clock above the stove and snorted. “At eight thirty
in the morning? Of course he is. The alternative is to sit around the house all
day with me.”

Silence descended over the pair of them, broken only by the snuffling
sounds of Bubbles coming to full awareness. It wasn’t an uncomfortable
silence, but it was heavy. Long before Oscar had become his boss, he’d been
his father’s best friend. He knew all of their secrets, all of their problems—
including the toll a long period of enforced inactivity was having on a man
like Wallace Parks. Without the promise of his job, his dad had nowhere to
go, nothing to do, and no one to do it with. And for the first time in his long,
miserable life, he was forced to realize it.

It was what made this whole you-can’t-come-back-to-work-until-you-get-a-
service-dog thing so cruel. Oscar knew what kind of a toll it would have on
Harrison too.

“How’s he doing, by the way?” Oscar asked. “Enjoying retirement?”

Harrison measured out a length of three inches on the sock and made
another cut. “No.”



“How are you doing?” was the next question. “Enjoying your leave of
absence?”

“No,” he said again.

Oscar wasn’t put off by monosyllables. “How about Sophie? I hope she’s
not a disappointment, at least.”

Harrison eyed his boss warily. The question might sound casual enough to
an outsider, but everywhere he considered stepping was riddled with land
mines.

She’s great, thanks. She somehow got me to allow her free rein to push and
pull and make me generally uncomfortable in my own skin, but that should be
fun, right?

I can’t stop thinking about her laugh, thanks. Or her smile. Or the fact that
those two things have made me reconsider anything and everything I’ve ever
known.

“She’s fine,” Harrison said, hedging. “Bubbles likes her.”

“I’m sure she does. The question is, do you like her?”

Of course he did. He had a Pomeranian puppy in his lap and he was doing
crafts at his kitchen table before nine o’clock in the morning. If that wasn’t a
clear sign of how far he’d fallen, he didn’t know what was.

When he didn’t answer, Oscar cleared his throat in a way that didn’t bode
well for the conversation to follow. “Harrison?”

“She seems like a very capable dog trainer,” he said.

“That’s because she is a very capable dog trainer. She’s also kind and
generous and has overcome more pain and suffering than most of us see in a
lifetime. I like you, Harrison, I really do, but if you hurt that girl in any way,
I’ll make sure you regret it for the rest of your miserable life.”

Harrison’s head snapped up.

“I can, you know.” Oscar’s voice was calm, but his expression was one
Harrison knew from experience meant it was better not to cross him. “I don’t
like it any more than you do, but it needs to be said. So I’ll ask you one more



time: How about Sophie?”

For the first time in Harrison’s life, he didn’t react poorly to being
challenged. A few days ago, that question might have boiled every frustrated
nerve, sent him off on a tangent that would have Sophie resolutely squaring
up to him. Today, he could only find himself in complete agreement. Any
asshole who broke that woman down deserved the worst the world had to
offer.

Including him.

Especially him.

“I don’t think you need to worry about her.” Harrison held up his finished
product and sighed. “If she wasn’t enjoying herself before, I promise she will
today. All right, Bubbles. Let’s see if this does the trick.”

Oscar didn’t say a word as Harrison stretched out the sock and slipped it
over the puppy’s head. It went easily. There was so much fur on her, she
could be decompressed to half her size. Gently guiding her limbs to fit
through each of the holes he’d made was more difficult, especially since
some of his measurements had been a little off, but the end result was about
what he expected.

In other words, Bubbles was wearing a sock. One of his favorites too, the
sweat-wicking kind he wore when he was out fighting fires for long stretches
at a time.

“What the hell did you just do to that poor creature?” Oscar demanded.

“What do you mean? She loves it.” Harrison set Bubbles down on the table.
The puppy wriggled once, scratched twice, and decided she’d never been so
pleased in all her life. With a toss of her head, she began prancing along the
table’s edge, just in case they hadn’t noticed her the first time. “Look at her—
she’s preening.”

Oscar scratched his chin. “Well, I’ll be damned. She does like it.”

“Hello, boys.” A soft, feminine voice arose from behind them. “Sorry to
barge in, but I rang the doorbell three times. No one answered.”



Harrison’s pulse leapt at the sound of Sophie’s arrival. It wasn’t a scared
leap or an alarmed leap—it wasn’t even a wary one, which should have been
his reaction given how far she’d managed to push him already.

No, this was the most dangerous kind of leap of all—attraction.

His heightened pulse didn’t lessen when he turned to find her standing in
the doorway to the kitchen. He’d been more grateful than words could
express when she’d showed up yesterday wearing sensible pants and a shirt
with a Puppy Promise logo embroidered on the front. She’d still looked
amazing, of course. The playful wisps of her short hair set off her pretty
features, and the simplicity of her attire only enhanced her neat figure. But
the uniform had helped.

I’m here to do a job, that uniform said. I’m here because of the dog.

Today, she’d gone back to wearing her own clothes. He wasn’t sure why
the sight of her in faded jeans and a loose gray top should be so alarming, but
he suspected it had something to do with the gentle curve of neck exposed on
one side of her shirt. He’d seen women wear similar clothes before, but there
was something about the sight of Sophie’s bare clavicle that made it difficult
for him to breathe.

He wanted to kiss her there. He wanted to run his fingers up and down that
slope of perfect skin until she shivered under his touch.

She shifted slightly, the shirt shifting with her. As if aware he was
watching, the material slid even farther, giving him a glimpse of the rounded
softness of her shoulder, broken only by a thin pink bra strap.

Shit. What was he doing? He couldn’t lust after Sophie. Not when she
showed no signs of reciprocation. Harrison might go numb at the sight of her
dressed in casual wear, but he doubted his jogging pants and decades-old
Pink Floyd T-shirt were doing anything in return. Nor was she likely to lose
herself at the sound of his rough grumbling.

“Sorry,” he said in a voice that was, unfortunately, both rough and
grumbling. “The doorbell doesn’t work. It hasn’t worked in years.”



“Nothing around this place has worked in years,” Oscar added with a
cheerfulness that seemed inappropriate, given how recently he’d been
threatening Harrison’s life and livelihood. “Except for Harrison and Wallace,
of course. Two more dedicated workaholics I’ve never met in my life—it’s
the only thing they’re good at, if you want the truth.”

He wasn’t wrong. As much as Harrison would have liked to leap to his own
defense, there wasn’t much to say. He wasn’t a man with varied interests or a
whole hell of a lot going on in his personal life. Fighting fires was literally
the only thing he was good at—the only thing he’d ever been good at since
the summer he’d turned fourteen and made friends with a group of delinquent
kids from around town.

His dad had been working around the clock at the time—his default for as
long as Harrison could remember—so when he’d caught his son in the
middle of a tractor-stealing incident, he’d handed him over to Oscar with plea
that he do something with the blasted boy.

Oscar had done it, of course, and in the process, created a monster. An
irritable, overworked, firefighting monster who had nothing to offer a woman
except a newfound talent for making dog sweaters out of socks.

“Speaking of, when can I expect to have him back?” Oscar asked. “I’ve got
a contract to start training a team from Fairchild Air Force Base with his
name written all over it.”

“Right now.” Harrison almost shot out of his chair in his enthusiasm. Work
would get him away from this house. Work would distance him from Sophie
and her goddamn shoulder. “Pull the crew together, and I can start the
training as soon as you want. You know how valuable the air force support
can be for the flyovers. We’ve been after a contract with them for years.”

“I do know, which is why I’'m going to delay the training until you’re free
to run it.” Oscar turned his attention to Sophie. “What do you anticipate?
What’s the expected timeline?”

Sophie glanced down at the puppy, considering. Not by so much as a



flicker of a long, curled eyelash did she betray that she noticed anything out
of the ordinary about Bubbles’s appearance.

Harrison couldn’t decide whether to be grateful for her tact or outraged at
her disinterest. He’d worked really hard on that sock.

“Well, I set aside a total of six weeks, but there’s natural chemistry between
Harrison and Bubbles, so it might go faster.”

“Natural chemistry?” Oscar said.

“Oh yeah. It can take some dogs months to warm up to their new owners
and vice versa. But I don’t think I could tear this pair apart now even if I
wanted to. Isn’t that right, Bubbles?”

Bubbles yapped an affirmative.

“See? She agrees with me. She took one look at Harrison and fell hard.”
Sophie glanced up at Harrison, a challenge in her dark eyes. “It doesn’t
always happen that way, unfortunately. A lot of times, canine attraction is a
one-sided thing.”

Harrison might not have been an expert on canine attraction, but he knew
enough about the human kind to realize he was on shaky ground.

“She’s not bad, as far as puppies go,” he said. The frankness of Sophie’s
gaze made him more flustered than usual, which was the only reason for what
he said next. “Except for the fact that her very existence is going to keep me
from properly doing my job. She’s scared of fire.”

The smile vanished from Sophie’s face.

At the sight of that stricken look, Harrison felt as though he’d been sucker
punched, all the air leaving his lungs at once. He would have taken it back—
said something to smooth over his misstep—but his chest felt too tight to let
air in or words out.

Like it usually does.

“I did tell you Bubbles was skittish, Oscar, remember?” Sophie said. There
was a plea underscoring her voice, a desperation that hit Harrison on a
visceral level. “We’re having a few minor issues where she’s concerned, but



it’s not a big deal, I swear. I'm fully confident that we can get through them.
Harrison might not ever be able to work the front lines again, but that was
going to be the case no matter which dog we chose. All I can promise is that
we’ll get Bubbles as close as we can.”

“Then there you have it,” Oscar said with maddening calm. “We’ll get
Bubbles as close as we can, even if that means Harrison has to stick to
training from here on out. His health and safety are too important to risk.”

“Like hell they are,” Harrison said.

He may as well have not spoken. In fact, his terse defiance had Sophie
squaring her shoulders and lifting her head, confidence radiating from every
part of her.

“I’ll need to see how Bubbles reacts to different stimuli and in different
environments,” she said. “Including places like the wildfire training grounds
and the DNR office. We can work up to those though. It’s better to start in
more low-key social environments—parks, libraries, bars. Wherever you go
for fun.”

That last bit was directed at Harrison, who echoed her with a monotone,
“For fun?”

“Sure. If you belong to any clubs, play any sports, that sort of thing, I can
easily work them into the rotation. It’ll be good for Bubbles to get a feel for
her routine.”

He continued staring at her, more fixated on her mouth than was good for
him. He hadn’t played a team sport since a brief flirtation with basketball in
high school, and he’d never belonged to a club of any sort unless you counted
grocery store memberships. As for parks and libraries, she had to be kidding.
He was a grown-ass man with a demeanor that scared children. Not exactly
who they wanted showing up at story time without an actual kid in tow.

It took Oscar’s crack of laughter to snap him out of his daze. “You’re out of
luck there, Sophie. I can’t remember the last time Harrison went anywhere he
wasn’t required to. His idea of fun is to practice digging ditches in the



backyard.”

“I can tell,” Sophie said. Her eyes moved up and down his body, lingering
on his shoulders and torso with something akin to admiration. Then again,
she could also be focusing on the fact that he looked like a man whose idea of
fun was...well, digging ditches in the backyard.

“It’s no different than going to a gym,” he said in his defense. In fact, it was
substantially better. No man-made machine could emulate the full-body
experience of digging in the earth for eight hours straight.

“Except for the part where you have to interact with other people at a gym,”
Oscar pointed out. “It’s a good thing this dog-training stuff takes so much
time. I was starting to worry about how Harrison would fill the days without
work, but I can see you have it covered. Speaking of, I think I’ll go hunt
down Wallace at the bowling alley and say hello.”

Harrison had been wishing Oscar to the devil for the past half an hour, but
at the hint of departure, a perverse urge to beg him to stay kicked in. Oscar
couldn’t leave Harrison alone here with Sophie. It wasn’t right—not after that
lengthy speech about doing her no harm. Couldn’t he see that it was only a
matter of time before Harrison did something catastrophic?

He might storm. He might rage. He might pitch caution out the window and
Sophie into his arms.

“Don’t work him too hard, eh?” Oscar added. “Just look at what he did to
that poor dog. I think he’s cracking under the strain already.”

Ha. That showed what Oscar knew. Cracking was an ongoing process, and
Harrison was obviously already there.

“Don’t say it,” he warned as soon as Oscar swung out the back door
—whistling, of all damn things.

“Say what?” Sophie asked. “I think Bubbles looks nice.”

She was the picture of innocence, standing there with her exposed shoulder
and a look of disinterest, but Harrison wasn’t fooled. She was practically
vibrating with suppressed laughter. There was something infectious about it.



Already, he could feel the bands around his chest loosening.

“I didn’t want to start a fire without your permission,” he said.

“That was wise.”

“And she wouldn’t stop shivering.”

“The poor honey. Their coats aren’t very thick, despite how soft and fluffy
they are.”

“And it’s not like I have tiny dog sweaters lying around the house.”

“We’ll start with a knitting circle, I think.” Reaching into her canvas bag,
Sophie extracted a notepad and started jotting things down. “That way you
can expand her wardrobe however you want.”

“I’m sorry—what did you just say?”

“Once we have that down, we’ll add a trivia night. There’s also family
dinner and book club, which might be fun. Oh, I know! Beer choir. And
definitely dodgeball practice—you’ll like that one.”

“Those sound like made up things. Why are you listing made up things?”

“For socialization, obviously.”

He held up his hands as if warding off something evil—which, in a way,
was exactly what he was doing. “I don’t need socializing. I don’t care what
Oscar said—I’m fine the way I am. You’d be surprised how satisfying it is to
dig and refill those ditches.”

Her laughter rang through the kitchen like a dinner bell. “Not for you,
Harrison. For Bubbles.”

Ah, yes. The puppy. Puppies needed socialization. He knew that. The only
problem was that men—at least this man—definitely did not.

He cast a doubtful look at the puppy. “You think Bubbles wants to go to a
knitting circle?”

“I think Bubbles will do whatever you tell her to. That’s the benefit of
working with a sweet girl like her.”

This was getting out of hand. “No,” he said, his voice firm. He crossed his
arms and let his power stance do the talking. “Let’s do the other thing you



said first. About the training grounds. And the office.”

His power stance had no effect on Sophie. “You should smile more,” she
said.

He jolted as if struck. “What?”

“I was just thinking that you don’t smile enough. You’d be so much prettier
if you smiled.”

He glanced around the kitchen, half-expecting Oscar or his dad to pop out
of a cupboard, laughing their asses off. “Is this a joke?”

“You’re not bad-looking, you know. I mean, your wardrobe is a little rustic,
and I’m not sure what you have against the sharp edge of a razor, but you’d
be surprised how much a smile can transform a man. Go on—try it.”

He riveted the kind of stare on Sophie that could—and had—send many a
man scurrying for cover. Harsh it might be, but it was a necessary skill set as
far as he was concerned. Working as a wildfire firefighter wasn’t for anyone
who could only commit halfway. Each contract the Department of Natural
Resources offered in the summer was for a minimum of two weeks—two
weeks of pain and hard work, of exhaustion unlike most people would ever
experience. If a recruit couldn’t make it through a few hours of Harrison’s
rigor in the training field, there was no way they’d make it when the harsh
realities of Mother Nature’s wrath hit.

And, yes, that applied to his personal life too. Harrison was cold. Harrison
was callous. Harrison was closed off in ways that prevented intimacy of any
kind. The sooner people learned that about him, the less hurt they’d feel in
the end.

And by people, he of course meant Sophie.

“Um. I think we can safely call what you’re doing right now a frown. Your
lips are supposed to go the other way—see? Like this.”

Sophie punctuated this statement by demonstrating her own smile. The
brilliance of it, the simple and radiant joy, had Harrison’s chest growing tight
all over again.



“Now you try.”

A few days ago, the idea of smiling for no reason other than because a
woman demanded it would have sent him running for the hills. Today, he
only wished these things came as easily to him as they did to other men.

As if recognizing this, Sophie drew forward, enveloping him all at once in a
swirl of sensation. She didn’t wear any kind of scent—probably for the sake
of the dog training—but he could still smell her as she came near. It would
have been impossible not to. Warmth and life radiated off her, the gentle
aroma of soap and fabric softener wafting through the air like a cloud.

It wasn’t just the smell of her though. He could feel her, even though she
had yet to reach out and touch him. Her presence was that strong.

“Here. Let me help you.”

Even though Harrison knew what was coming, he was powerless to stop
her. He could no more have raised a hand to Sophie than he could have to the
furry pineapple who’d taken up residence in his home.

“Sophie,” he warned as her thumb started to snake its way toward his lips.
The closer that thumb came, the less he felt like smiling. All we wanted was
to kiss the wide pad of that digit, run his tongue along her skin until she felt
the tug inside her gut as strongly as he did. “I can’t.”

“Sure you can. I’ve seen it.” She paused. “You have a really good smile,
Harrison. Probably the best I’ve ever seen.”

“I do not,” he protested.

Sophie made the motion of an X over her chest. “I wouldn’t lie about
something that. You have my word.”

“You’re just saying all this as part of your plan to push me.”

“Maybe. But that doesn’t make it any less true.”

He had no idea whether or not to believe her. Reason told him not to give in
to the lure of her, the promise of a woman who could make him feel so big
and so small at the same time. The rest of him, however, wanted nothing
more than to give her exactly what she demanded.



“It’s just a smile, Harrison,” she said, her voice low. “How much damage
could it possibly do?”

She has no fucking idea.

Casting aside all scruples and warnings, he took her wrist and loosely
circled it with his fingers. It took almost no strength to hold her that way.
Every muscle in her body stilled the moment he made contact, her eyes wide
and unblinking as she looked up at him. Even now, with him shackling her
wrist, his body thrumming with the roiling sensation of frustration, she didn’t
back down.

She had to realize how dangerous it was to poke him. To taunt him this
way.

She didn’t.

“We’re getting closer, I think,” she murmured, gazing up at him the same
way Bubbles did. Full of adoration. Full of trust. “All you have to do now is

»

He didn’t bother waiting to find out what she had planned. The
overwhelming urge to kiss her took over first—and it did so with a
vengeance. Not content with sweeping down and crushing his mouth to hers,
he began running through a virtual checklist of All the Bad Ideas.

Release his grip on Sophie’s wrist.

Move a hand to her neck, her clavicle, that damnable shoulder just begging
for his touch.

Clasp his other hand around her waist and yank her close.

Groan at the sensation of all those soft parts pressed against him.

Groan again when, instead of backing away like a normal person, Sophie
opened her mouth to let him in.

This wasn’t the way things were supposed to work. The rules of Harrison’s
existence were straightforward and had been for years. When he clammed up
and broke down, people backed off. Sometimes, they walked; usually, they
ran. The results, however, were always the same.



And by the same, he didn’t mean this sweet, terrifying scrap of a woman
winding her arms around his neck and kissing him back with an intensity that
made his head spin. To look at Sophie Vasquez, with her oh-so-deceptive
fragility and claims of dependency, you’d think the demands of his tongue
would have her cowering in fear. Instead, she was giving back as good as she
got, nibbling at his lower lip and arching into his touch. Even when his hand
slipped under the loose neckline of her shirt, his rough hand palming the
upper swell of her breast, she did no more than sigh into his mouth and press
even harder against him.

He proved to be useless against a supplication like that one.

Sophie was still flush against him in a full-body press, so all he had to do to
turn her toward the table was move his own body slightly to the right. Using
his free hand, he reached down just far enough to graze the side of her thigh.
He had every intention of hoisting her up to the table and using the leverage
that afforded to start exploring that enticing shoulder with his lips, tongue,
and teeth, but he was forestalled by a sharp yap.

Bubbles.

Harrison almost cried out his relief at the interruption. Had anything else
happened—an earthquake, a volcano eruption, the sky literally falling down
around them—he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to stop himself from
spiraling out of control.

But at that small sound, Sophie pulled away with a gasp.

“Oh!” she cried. Her color was heightened, and her eyes didn’t quite meet
his. With a presence of mind he couldn’t help but admire, she turned her
focus toward the puppy. “You poor little love. Did we forget about you?”

Harrison didn’t know about Sophie, but he sure as hell had. If anything
should have convinced her that he wasn’t fit to have charge of this puppy, it
was this. One kiss, one huge loss of control, and he’d pretty much abandoned
his charge.

“Here you are, all dressed up in your finery, and no one is paying you any



attention.”

Bubbles barked again, this time with less outrage and more delight, her
tongue lolling to the side.

Harrison could hardly blame her for her enthusiasm. Having just had
Sophie’s full attention, he knew how powerful it was—powerful enough to
throw common sense and decency aside.

“Yes, Bubbles, I know. You look very nice. Not at all like a potato. And I
don’t know why your daddy is making that sound. I said you don’t look like a
potato.”

There were so many things wrong with that statement, but he settled on
one. “I am not that dog’s father,” he said.

Sophie gasped and put her hands over the puppy’s ears. “Harrison, how
could you? You’re going to make her cry. Just when she was starting to get
used to it around here.”

He tried to stop himself. He used every ounce of willpower he had left. But
just as he’d been unable to keep himself from ruthlessly kissing her, so too
was there no way to stop his mouth from quirking into a smile.

It was too ridiculous—the puppy and the sock, the fact that he’d just done
his valiant best to cop a feel from a sweet five-foot-two-inch dog trainer who
terrified him. If Oscar found out about any of this, not only would Harrison
be doing paperwork for the rest of his natural born life, but the man would
also probably tear him limb from limb while he was at it.

But still, Harrison smiled. Being in the presence of Sophie demanded
nothing less.

“Don’t,” he warned as he caught Sophie’s eye. The gleam of triumph was
impossible to ignore. “You already made your point. There’s no need to rub it
in.”

“I wasn’t going to say a word.”
“Not a single one?” he said. “Not even about the kiss?”
Her color rose again, a spot of pink on either cheek. She looked adorable



like that, flustered and unsure, but her chin came up in a gesture he was
coming to recognize.

And fear. In moments when any logical person would retreat, Sophie
doubled down.

“What is there to say?” She shrugged and tugged her shirt’s neckline back
into place. There was still too much shoulder showing for Harrison’s peace of
mind, but at least she wasn’t so...disheveled. “It was nice.”

“Nice?”

A gurgle of laughter escaped her lips. She slapped a hand over her mouth,
but it was too late. The damage was already done. “I meant that it was
amazing. Earth-shattering. You totally rocked my world, Harrison Parks.”

He didn’t want to laugh. There was nothing funny about a man being
rejected in his own kitchen by a woman who should, by all rights, never have
been there in the first place.

But laugh he did, and there was no denying how good it felt. It shook his
frame and his resolve, made him wish he could take her in his arms again and
really rock her world this time.

“Point taken,” he said. “Next time, I’ll smile the first time you tell me to.
That way we can avoid another situation like this one.”

“No, don’t.” Her hand dashed out and grabbed his sleeve. “I liked the Kkiss,
Harrison. I, um. Well. It’s just...I also like you.”

His smile wasn’t optional this time. It broke out without his permission,
refusing to be held back—refusing to let him hold himself back. “Me too,
Sophie. T don’t say that about many people, but you bring out something
good in me. Something I haven’t felt in a very long time.”

She hadn’t let go of his sleeve yet, her clutch on the flannel twisting at his
words. “So it’s okay?” she asked, peering anxiously up at him. “Pushing this
way? Playing a little?”

He remembered what she’d said during the introduction with Bubbles,
about how even working dogs needed downtime, that everyone needed to



play and be loved, and nodded.

He wished he could think of something else to say—put into words the
mass of emotions she was churning up inside of him—>but his tongue felt too
big for his mouth, his heart too big for his chest. Whether she recognized this
and knew that there was only one thing in the world that could save him, or
because she was much better at this than him, she let go of his sleeve and
nodded.

“Well, that’s good news. Are we ready to get to work now?”

He latched on like a man grasping at his final meal. “Work.” His voice was
guttural, terse. “Yes. Work.”

“Good, because we’ve got lots of ground to cover if we’re going to stay on
schedule. Knitting circle starts up next Thursday, and you don’t want to miss
any meetings. Those ladies do not take well to truancy.”

“Wait—that’s an actual thing? That we’re doing? Together?”

“Absolutely. It’s all part of the training.” She cocked a playful eyebrow at
him. “Unless you have something to say about it?”

He stared at Sophie, hoping to find some loophole, but it was futile.

“Fine,” he said, heaving a sigh. He knew when he’d been beat, and he’d
been beat the moment this pair walked into his life. “But make a note that I’'m
only doing it under duress.”

She chuffed a soft laugh. “Don’t worry. I’'m beginning to realize you won’t
do things any other way.”

“Geez, Dad. Have you been here the whole damn day?”

Harrison dropped to the barstool next to his father, his shoulders heavy with
exhaustion. He wasn’t the only man to do so; a dark bowling alley bar might
seem a strange watering hole to some, but in their town of four thousand, it
was the best place to be after a long day of work.

Well, technically it was the only place to be, but Harrison wasn’t about to



quibble over the details. Especially since he, unlike every other blue-collar
worker unwinding after a long day, lifted a Pomeranian puppy out from under
the flap of his jacket and perched her on his lap.

“Really, Harrison?” his dad asked, shielding his pint glass as if fearing
puppy contaminants. “You brought her with you? To a bar?”

“That’s how it works,” he said. He turned his attention to the bartender, an
energetic, outspoken woman who could pass for fifteen or fifty, depending on
the lighting. The dingy bar fluorescents softened her to somewhere in the
thirties. “And before you say anything, Meg, Bubbles is a service animal, so
you can’t kick us out. See what her vest says? I need her to save my life.”

“Save your life?” she echoed. “From what? A squirrel attack?”

Next to him, his dad guffawed. “Fat chance of that. My money’s on the
squirrel.”

Harrison placed his hand on the puppy’s back and glared at his father.
Bubbles ruined the gesture’s efficacy by turning her head into his caress and
licking his thumb. He maintained his pose anyway. At least one of them was
going to have a little dignity.

“She’s very sensitive about her size,” he said. “She’s also tired after a long
day. What do you have that might perk her up a little?”

Meg leaned on the counter and stared at the puppy. Her eyes, heavily lined
in black, moved up and down between Bubbles and Harrison, as if she was
waiting for the catch.

She could wait forever as far as Harrison was concerned. He knew it was
ridiculous to saunter around a town like Deer Park with a designer dog
wearing a red training vest layered over a sock. He’d grown up here, gone to
school here, worked here. Almost everyone knew him as the hard-ass at the
Department of Natural Resources who lived like a hermit on the outskirts of
town and liked it. The last thing he needed was for any of them to point out
that he was more likely to tattoo daisies on his eyelids and take up, well,
knitting as a hobby.



“Maybe she’d like some whiskey?” Meg eventually suggested.

It was Harrison’s turn to guffaw. He could only imagine Sophie’s reaction
if she found out he’d even considered giving Bubbles hard alcohol. She’d
yell again. Either that, or she’d kiss him.

With that woman, it was hard to tell.

“Water will be fine,” he said. “For both of us. I mostly just needed to get
out of the house.”

“That girl still there?” his dad asked with a surprising show of astuteness.

“No,” Harrison admitted. She’d left at exactly five o’clock with a promise
to return the next day at nine. She was a consummate professional from head
to toe—well, except for the part where she made out with him in the kitchen
and filled up his calendar with a whirl of social activities that he in no way,
shape, or form wanted to take part in. “But she did make a few changes
around the place.”

“Good for her.” Meg set down a glass of water in front of Harrison and a
small bowl in front of Bubbles, both of them on coasters—Meg was a
consummate professional too. “It’s about damn time someone took that place
in hand. That gorgeous old farmhouse, just sitting there going to ruin...”

“It is not going to ruin,” his father said. “It took me years to get it exactly
the way I like it. You’d better tell her not to touch anything without my
permission.”

“You can tell her yourself. I’'m not that brave.” He balanced the water dish
on his lap so Bubbles could reach it, which the puppy did gratefully. She was
exhausted, poor thing. It had been a long day of sitting and smelling and
trying not to be distracted by Sophie.

Well, that last one had been mostly him.

“What’d she do?” his dad demanded.

“Candles.”

“Candles?” Those two syllables were all it took to voice his outrage and
alarm.



“They’re everywhere,” Harrison said. “She put unscented ones in jars in the
living room and those long, skinny ones that people use at holidays in the
kitchen. And there are a few bigger ones in the fireplace instead of logs, but
we aren’t supposed to light them yet. I have a schedule for you.”

“You have a candle schedule? Are you trying to ruin my life?”

Harrison dug in his pocket and extracted the notes Sophie had handed him
as she’d placed the candles around the house. She’d also pointed out several
hazards that he might want to take care of, including the precarious stacks of
books in the living room and a hallway floorboard that had a jagged hole just
big enough for a puppy leg to fall through.

She seemed to excel at highlighting flaws—and it hurt. He knew that
floorboard was bad. He’d been meaning to fix it for years.

“It’s to get Bubbles used to small flames,” he said. “We’re supposed to
light them and then ignore them in hopes that she’ll do the same. Normalizing
the situation, she calls it. There’s even one in your room.”

“No.”

Harrison had to laugh at the expression of disgust on his father’s face—an
expression that would only get worse once he realized it was lavender-
scented one. “It’s known to have soporific effects,” she’d said. “Bubbles
won’t be in here very much, so she won’t be distracted by it during scent
training. And who knows? He might end up liking it.”

There was a much better chance it would end up chucked out the window
and broken on the front lawn, but Harrison hadn’t said so. He’d have plenty
of opportunities to crush Sophie’s enthusiasm for reforming the Parks
household. No need to go all-in before they barely got started.

“What sort of plague have you brought down on our house?” his father
demanded. “This is how it always goes. The candles are just the beginning.
Before you realize it...”

“What?” Harrison asked, genuinely interested in the answer. It seemed wise
to be prepared for whatever she had planned next. Never go in unprepared.



That was good advice for battling wildfires and petite, beguiling women.

“Tablecloths.” His dad set his jaw and stared mulishly at him. “Fresh
flowers. Piles of fruit arranged on a bowl on the table, but woe to the man
who actually picks one up and eats it.”

Meg fell into laughter. “If that’s your idea of a plague, Wallace, I'm
beginning to realize why you’re such a miserable bastard all the time.”

Harrison could have easily enlightened Meg as to the true source of his
dad’s misery. He’d never been a happy man—not the kind who laughed and
played and enjoyed long walks on the beach—but Harrison could remember a
time when he hadn’t been quite so hard.

Once upon a time, their house had been a home—well cared for and full of
light, the sort of place most people only dreamed of growing up in. But that
light had gone out the day his mother left. Even though Harrison had tried to
get that flicker going again, his father quashed any and all attempts at
illumination.

Better not to see the cracks. Better not to know what lurks in the corners.

“When I see an apple, I’'m going to eat an apple,” his dad said. “And no one
—not God and certainly not your dog trainer—is going to tell me otherwise.”

“I’m sure Sophie won’t start putting fruit out,” Harrison said, though he
couldn’t be at all sure. That woman made him do things. She made him feel
things. “Besides, I thought you liked her. You promised to send her a
Christmas card and everything.”

“That was before she brought candles into my house,” his dad muttered.

Meg laughed again. “She doesn’t sound so bad, if you ask me.”

“Good thing no one asked you, then.”

Meg could have easily taken offense at his dad’s harsh words, but she was
far too used to him to bother. Instead, she shrugged and took herself off to
tend to customers at the window leading to the bowling alley side of the bar.

“I meant what I said about the tablecloths, Harrison,” his dad warned. “It
always starts with tablecloths.”



Harrison pictured their kitchen table, the rough-hewn planks and
serviceable build, and nodded his understanding. That table had been there
for a decade, built by his dad’s own two hands. It might have been ugly, but it
was functional. To cover it with something soft and floral would only make a
mockery of it.

You can’t hide a table’s true nature.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirrored wall behind the bar, his
expression grim and so much like his father’s it was uncanny. He might be
younger and not quite so hard, but there was no denying they were cast from
the same rough mold.

It was only a matter of time before he was just as old and miserable as his
dad.

Guess you can’t hide a man'’s true nature either.



Chapter 8

“You’re sure you don’t mind keeping an eye on Bubbles while we go for a
run?” Sophie turned her sunniest smile on Harrison’s dad. “Considering what
good shape Harrison is in, we’ll probably have to do five miles before we
start to see his blood sugar dip enough to register. We may have to go even
farther.”

Harrison fully expected his father to refuse—a thing as natural to him as
breathing—but the man took one look at Sophie’s bright expression and
blinked.

“She might not like it, since we’re training her to avoid separation from
Harrison at all costs, but you should be able to distract her with this.”

The this in question was a squeaky toy in the shape of miniature rubber
chicken. Sophie squeezed it once, the long whine of it causing Bubbles to
leap out of Harrison’s arms and station herself at Sophie’s feet.

“What am I supposed to do with it?” Harrison’s dad asked doubtfully.

“Throw it. Squeak it. Hide it.” She beamed up at him. “It doesn’t really
matter. Just play with her.”

His dad blinked again. “What if I just put her in a box and close the flap?”

“I imagine she’d have something to say about that.” Sophie laughed and
handed over the toy. “Thank you, Wallace.”

Wallace? Since when were Sophie and his father on a first-name basis?
Come to think of it, when had his father done anything remotely resembling
play? Unless you counted their annual Alone for Thanksgiving Poker



Tournament, where they sat and played cards for eight hours, smoking cigars
and eating cold lunch meat, he couldn’t remember the last time his father had
willingly participated in a game.

“By the way,” Sophie added, “did you have a chance to burn the candle in
your room? It’s nice, right? My sister Dawn makes them, so there’s plenty
more where that came from.”

Harrison braced himself for the inevitable outburst.

“It was all right,” his dad said with a soft grunt. “Little flowery for my
taste.”

She nodded as if that made perfect sense. “I was afraid it might be. How’d
the puppy do with it?”

“Little flowery for her too,” his dad said.

Harrison could only stare at his father. He’d been satisfied with how little
attention Bubbles had paid to the lit candles as long as they were on tabletops
and well out of reach, but to his knowledge, his father refused to have
anything to do with the candle schedule. In fact, he’d taken one look at it
posted on the refrigerator and muttered his intention to invite the raccoon
inside to put an end to this whole sorry mess.

“Maybe you should bring me a bacon one,” his dad added.

Sophie laughed. “Dawn doesn’t make those, unfortunately. But I’ll bring
you a cedar-and-bergamot scented one tomorrow—it’s just as calming, but
the fragrance is a lot more understated. Well, Harrison, are we ready?”

Wait—that was it? He paused, waiting for those promises of telling Sophie
off, of taking a stand against encroaching tablecloths, but his dad wouldn’t
even meet his eyes.

The coward. All that talk at the bar had been nothing but braggadocio. His
father could no more stand up to Sophie Vasquez than Harrison could.

Not that he could blame his father. She’d shown up this morning with her
shoulders fully covered by a long-sleeved athletic shirt—a thing he’d noted
with profound relief. Unfortunately, she’d paired it with a pair of running



pants with inexplicable bands of sheer material wrapped around her thighs.
How was that even a thing? Her legs were technically covered against the
biting spring wind, but those fabric windows offered glimpses of skin and
muscle that no one should have to face this early in the morning.

At least, not without a cold shower first. An arctic one, in fact. A painful,
plunging descent into numbness.

“Are we sure this is such a good idea?” Harrison asked, casting a careful
look at first Bubbles and then his father. Bubbles was still too intrigued by
the rubber chicken to notice she was about to be abandoned, but the
realization would come soon enough—and so would the howls of betrayal.
“He was only halfway kidding about that box thing. She’s going to cry.”

Sophie tilted her head and stared at them. “Of course she is. You just have
to think of it like dropping a kid off at daycare.”

“Daycare?” his dad echoed.

“Yeah—you know. While the parents are watching, the kid acts like the
world is going to end. Then, the second Mom and Dad finally tear themselves
away in their guilt and despair, the kid shrugs it off and has a perfectly good
time. Didn’t you ever have to leave Harrison with someone?”

Harrison could count the number of times his dad had willingly spoken of
his childhood on one and a half hands. There weren’t many rules in their
household, but two of them stood out loud and clear: Parks men didn’t
discuss the past, and Parks men didn’t discuss the future. Theirs were lives
lived in the moment. The past contained too many memories, and the future
too many dreams—neither of which had any place in their terse, stoic
existence.

In their experience, memories only caused pain. So did dreams.

“My sister used to help out a lot,” his dad said after only a brief struggle
with himself. “When Harrison was little and I had to go work, I mean.”

Sophie had no idea the ground she’d just shattered, so she was perfectly
serene as she asked, “And did he cry when you left?”



“Well, no.” His dad laughed. “He saved that for when I came back.”

“I did no such thing,” Harrison said through his teeth. If his dad was going
to finally take a trip down memory lane, he could at least turn on the right
road.

“What are you talking about?” his dad asked. “You wailed every time I
walked in the door. The second I stepped in, you ran and clung to your aunt’s
leg like I was going to feed you to a pack of wolves.”

“I wasn’t upset because you were home. I was upset because Aunt Caroline
was leaving.”

“How is that different?” his dad demanded.

Harrison could have given him a thousand answers. His dad’s only sister
was a Parks through and through. She was brusque and hardworking. She had
a temper like a berserker on a bender. And she’d taken none of the attitude
thrown her way by an eight-year-old boy who’d just been diagnosed with
diabetes and was learning to live in a world without cookies.

But she’d also kissed him. Hugged him. Loved him, in her own bristly way.

In other words, she was the closest thing he’d had to a mom after his own
had left. She’d packed up and gone without once visiting the hospital bed
where Harrison had woken up from the coma that led to his diagnosis.

His aunt, however, had stationed herself firmly at his bedside and held his
hand until that first—and only—bout of tears finally ended.

Forgive him for growing attached.

“She smelled better than you,” Harrison eventually said.

His dad laughed. “If that’s how you measure a person’s worth, then Sophie
over here must be your goddamn queen.”

He tried not to look at her—he really did. Nothing good would come of
turning his gaze in that direction and letting her see just how true that
statement was. Sophie smelled amazing. She tasted even better.

He looked anyway. As if fully aware of what he was thinking—and how
hard he was fighting it—her lips twitched even more. There was only one



good way he could wipe that smirk off her face, and it involved making her
mouth so exhausted she could do nothing more than moan his name.
Repeatedly.

Which was why he did the one thing necessary to keep himself in check.
He didn’t bother fumbling for the right words, and he didn’t sweep her into
his arms.

Instead, he ran.

Sophie watched Harrison go, trying not to look as disheartened by his rapid
departure as she felt.

He’d taken off down his drive at a brisk clip, his long legs eating up the
distance as though it were nothing. One look at him in his track bottoms and
tight-fitting shirt had been enough to set every feminine feeling she had
fluttering. He was powerful without being aware of it, his movements
graceful and easy.

In other words, he was as hard on the outside as he was on the inside.

His speed only confirmed it. As he loped away from the house, it was
obvious he couldn’t get away fast enough—from Bubbles, from his father,
from her.

Which, okay, wasn’t exactly the outcome she’d been looking for, but no
one had said this was going to be easy. That was how walls worked, right?
Every time they came down, he had to rebuild them. Except he used stronger
materials, better techniques.

He was learning. Like artificial intelligence gone rogue, he was becoming
more powerful with each passing day.

With a sigh, Sophie took off after him. Although she’d hoped he might be a
little more approachable after that kiss in the kitchen, it seemed she was out
of luck. A hard, painful run it would have to be.

To be fair, it wasn’t the worst possible way to approach this task. For



Bubbles to learn what Harrison’s low blood sugar smelled like, he had to
have low blood sugar. And since his was so often caused by physical
exertion, a long and carefully supervised jog was the best way to do it.
They’d gotten his doctor’s approval and calibrated his continuous glucose
monitor, which meant all that was left was the actual task of running.

But if he thought he was going to outpace her, he had no idea what was
coming. For years, Sophie’s primary job had been puppy care. She fed the
animals, cleaned up after them, taught them the basics. She also took them
for runs—Ilong, tiresome, rambling runs to build up their stamina and reveal
their personalities under stress.

There was no better way to get to know someone—human or canine—than
to gently push them to the brink of exhaustion and see how they reacted.
Sophie already knew that Bubbles would keep going, even though her short
legs and less-than-impressive physique weren’t built for long distances.

She was mightily curious how Harrison, with those formidable thighs and a
body like a tree trunk, would handle it.

“I don’t want us to go too far from the house, since your safety is the most
important thing,” she said as she pulled up alongside him. “So I mapped out a
loop that goes through that patch of forest over there and down the field
behind the house. It’s about a mile, so we’ll just put it on repeat as many
times as necessary to get your levels down. We’ll keep an eye on your
monitor, of course, but you’ll let me know if you start to feel faint?”

“I won’t feel faint.”

“That’ll certainly make things easier,” she replied without any loss of cheer.
“You’re lucky to have such a nice place to do this. Normally, we’d have to
take you to a track or a treadmill to get enough distance. But it’s so much
prettier out here in the open air.”

“It’s all right.”

“That’s just because you’re used to it. Bubbles will like living out here.
There’s so much space for her to roam.” She paused only long enough for



them to turn out of view of the house. “I didn’t know you have an aunt. Is she
your dad’s sister?”

“Yes.”

The monosyllabic responses might, on any other day, have shut her own
flow of chatter off. But she hadn’t been kidding when she’d said it was
beautiful out here. The mountain views were pretty in the city, but out here,
they were a breathtaking spectacle of hazy, blue rockiness everywhere she
turned. It was impossible to be surrounded by all this and feel anything but
grateful, anything but alive.

“You can go faster, by the way,” she said. “It makes the most sense for you
to set whatever pace you’re comfortable with. Don’t worry. I can keep up.”

He hesitated at first, an innate sense of chivalry holding him in check. But
the challenge, once issued, was impossible for him to ignore. After about
thirty seconds of loping along, he began to jog faster.

“I have six aunts, but I’'m not really close to any of them,” Sophie said as
they whizzed down a steep turn and entered the outskirts of the forest.
“We’re a pretty scattered family, so we didn’t see a lot of them growing up.
One of them is pretty cool though. She’s a bassist in a rock band.”

She’d thought for sure the rock band would pique Harrison’s interest, but
he continued to hold out.

“My sisters, now, that’s a different story,” she said. “We’re about as close
as three people can be without being physically attached to one another. I
couldn’t shake them even if [ wanted to.”

That finally got him. “Do you want to?”

The question surprised her—not just because Harrison was finally talking
to her, but because it was the one thing no one else would think to ask. Her
sisters were vibrant and fun and intelligent, and they would drop everything
to help her if she needed it. They’d done that exact thing more times than
Sophie could count. No one with any common sense would willingly give up
such a great support system.



But... “Yeah, actually,” Sophie said. “I do.”

“Because you’re dependent on them for everything?”

She slowed, alarmed that he could have seen so much of her in such a short
period of time. He noticed, of course, letting out a breath that could have
been a laugh. “That first day, when we were sharing flaws—remember?” he
said. “You told me you were the baby of the family and that they took care of
you.”

Heat rushed to the surface of her skin. That Harrison had not only listened
to what she’d said, but actually remembered spoke volumes. What he was
saying, she didn’t know. But at least they were communicating for a change.

“I didn’t mean I’m literally dependent on them,” she protested. “I’'m a
grown woman. I can feed and dress myself. I have a stable source of
income.”

“As part of their business?”

“As part of our business, yes, but it’s not like I’'m contractually obligated to
live at the kennel. There’s no reason why I couldn’t move out and be on my
own.”

“So why don’t you?”

For some reason, his questions—and the way he kept asking them—stirred
something hot inside her. Lila and Dawn had spent the bulk of their
adolescence in hospital waiting rooms, enjoying only a fraction of the
parental attention they were entitled to. And they’d done it without a single
complaint because Sophie was their sister and they loved her. It was
impossible to just cast that kind of devotion aside.

At least, it was impossible for her to throw it aside. She wasn’t putting
anything past this grump.

“I don’t know,” she countered. “Why do you still live with your dad?”

He laughed—actually laughed, the raspy sound doing strange things to her
already-rapid heart rate. “Fair enough.”

“Is that what you’re going to say instead of giving me an answer?”



For the longest time, she was afraid he was going to stop there. His steady
breathing and the slap of their feet on the trail beneath them were the only
sounds that reached her ears. But he eventually spoke, his voice surprisingly
even.

“I can’t move out,” he said. “It wouldn’t be fair to leave him all alone in
that house.”

And that was all there was to it. No explanation of why his dad was so
attached to the farmhouse, no soul-bearing confession of the family ties that
bound the two of them. Harrison couldn’t leave his father alone in that house,
so he wouldn’t.

Sophie didn’t need to know more—she’d seen the rest for herself. In the
few short days she’d known Harrison Parks, she’d had plenty of time to take
his measure. He was the kind of man who would protect a puppy he’d known
for twelve hours because the animal had been given over to his care, and that
was that. The kind who would fight forest fires with everything he had, even
if it meant he was putting his own health at risk every time he did it, because
the job needed to be done. The kind who would stay with his dad even when
it was clear he’d rather be anywhere else.

In other words, he was a good man. A really good man.

And the best part—or the worst part, depending on perspective—was that
he had no idea.

“If you could leave, where would you go?” Sophie asked.

“I don’t know,” he said with something like a shrug. “I’ve never really
thought about it. What about you?”

“France. Spain. Egypt. Peru. Thailand. New Zealand. Mongolia.”

“So just a few places, then.”

“I’d like to go everywhere. Or nowhere. I don’t think the destination
matters so much as getting there on my own terms.”

They’d almost completed the first mile by now and were approaching a
barnlike structure near the back of the field. She cast a sideways glance at



Harrison to see how he was holding up. His face was hard and his expression
flat, but not because of weariness. Oh, no. Never that. It’d take a lot more
than a single mile to wear him out.

Unless she was very much mistaken, it was also going to take a lot more
than a single conversation to demolish today’s walls.

She ran through a mental checklist of Lila’s suggestions, casting each one
aside as it popped up. Religion and politics were way too serious on a
gorgeous morning like this one, and she could hardly critique Harrison’s
running style—the man’s form was impeccable and, frankly, a sight to
behold.

Which left only Dawn and her shoulders.

From a purely technical standpoint, Sophie knew how flirtation worked. It
wasn’t that difficult. A laugh and a smile, the brush of her hand on his—most
men were primed to read the signs and react accordingly.

Not so with Harrison. He might have agreed to let her play with this thing
between them, to lean on their mutual attraction as a way to break through his
barriers, but saying it and doing it were two very different things. Especially
since it appeared that she was going to have to do most of the heavy lifting.

Show off a body part like a sex goddess—ijust a flash, nothing more—and
then start using it the way God and nature intended, Dawn had said at the
diner. Men hate it when you go all functional on them.

It had sounded like strange advice at the time, but Dawn was something of
an expert on the subject. Her sister was also a strong advocate of striking
while the iron was hot.

The iron might not be feeling the burn, but Sophie certainly was.

The barn’s entrance was approaching, so Sophie slowed her steps. Feigning
a hitch in her side, she bent at the waist. “Oh, dear,” she said. “I don’t think I
stretched very well. My muscles are starting to feel really tight.”

Harrison immediately slowed his pace to match hers. “Do you want to head
back? There’s a footpath right over there—"



“No, no. You need to keep moving. You don’t want to lose your progress.
I’ll just go through a quick series of stretches and catch up.”

He didn’t, as she’d halfway feared, take advantage of his freedom to take
off in a mad dash away from her. He started jogging in place instead,
following her orders to keep moving to a nicety.

“Where does it hurt?” he asked.

“Um. My hamstring?”

Sophie, never adept at lying—or anatomy—twisted and began a series of
leg stretches that had more to do with showing off her body than physical
exertion. With one hip jutting to the side, she lifted her arms above her head
and stretched as far in the opposite direction as she could go.

Harrison watched her—not as a man being wooed by a sex goddess, but as
a highly skilled firefighter trained in first aid.

“Uh, T hate to break it to you, but that’s not going to help your hamstring.”

Sophie dropped her arms, disappointment rendering her movements jerkier
than usual. Practical advice was not the response she was going for here.
“Maybe it was my deltoids?”

He released a sound halfway between a grunt and a laugh. “They’re not
anywhere near your legs. Why don’t you just point to where it’s feeling
tight?”

It was too late to back out now, so she turned to the side and ran a hand
along the outer edge of her right thigh. Not only was it the location of the
largest sheer panel on her running tights, but it was one of her favorite body
parts. She might not have Lila’s tiny waist or Dawn’s great rack, but the one
thing her smaller, boyish figure had going for it was a good butt.

Harrison noticed.

“Maybe we should just head back—" he began before he stopped jogging
altogether.

Emboldened by his inactivity and the fact that his eyes hadn’t moved from
her backside, she said, “But we’re making such good progress, Harrison. I



hate to abandon everything now.”

He blinked and took a wide step back, suddenly recognizing her tactics for
what they were.

“Oh no you don’t. Not now. Not like this. That’s cheating.”

A laugh bubbled to the surface. Sophie had no idea how a man could
manage to look both outraged and intrigued, but that was the only way to
explain Harrison’s expression right now. “How is it cheating?”

He pointed in the general direction of her ass. “Because you’re wearing....
Because you look...”

She nodded, hoping to encourage him along these promising lines. “You
never said there were rules about what I could wear or how I could look.
Maybe we’d better write some of them down.”

“Like hell I will. I’'m not committing any of this to paper.”

Her laughter sprang free. “Are you changing your mind about this whole
thing? All you have to do is say the word, Harrison, and we can get back to
running. Word of a Vasquez.”

He didn’t take her up on the offer. He pointed a finger at her instead, his
voice showing signs of strain. “I know what you’re trying to do. I can see
right through you.”

Yes, well. That was the whole point of these pants, wasn’t it?

“And what’s that?” she asked. Her own voice was coming out none too
strong. If he didn’t stop looking at her like that—like she was his tormentor,
like she was his everything—she wouldn’t be able to speak at all. “What am I
doing?”

He watched the movement of her tongue with agonizing intensity.
“Tablecloths,” he said.

“Um.”

“Flowers.”

“What?”

“Bowls of goddamned fruit.”



“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” she asked.

“No, Sophie,” he said, his voice tight. “I’m not feeling okay. I haven’t felt
okay since I woke up in that hospital bed and found my entire life turned
upside down. Again.”

It was the first time he’d willingly referred to the coma that had kick-started
this entire puppy project. In fact, it was the first time he’d willingly admitted
that he was in anything but perfect fighting condition—that he, like everyone
else on this planet, needed a little help from time to time.

It just about broke her heart.

Sophie knew better than anyone how it felt to wake up to an uncertain
world, to feel like the one thing everyone took for granted—their health—
was so far out of reach it might as well be the moon. She also knew the
surefire way to combat it. After all, she’d learned from the best.

What this man needed more than anything else was a pair of bickering
sisters. Companionship. Laughter.

“You know, now that I think about it, you’re a lot like Sleeping Beauty,”
she said, the words popping out before she could stop them.

He blinked, the movement so careful and deliberate it was like watching a
video in slow motion. “What did you just say?”

“You’re like Sleeping Beauty,” she repeated. “Gorgeous and grumpy,
awakening after a long, deep sleep to find everything overtaken by thorns.”

Considering the decay of the barn behind them, it seemed an apt metaphor.
The red paint had long since faded to a burnt pink, the roof sunken in several
places. The scent of animals and hay had given way to a more general
earthiness.

Just like the house, just like the man, it was a kingdom in ruins.

“That would make me the prince, you know,” she said. When he didn’t
answer right away, only stared at her like she’d been taken over by body
snatchers, she added, “Because I kissed you.”

That got him to snap to attention. “The devil you did. I was the one doing



the kissing.”

She did her best to ignore the force of Harrison’s words—and how
forcefully they set off a reaction in her body, setting her pulse thumping in
ways that no amount of running could match—but it was no use. There was
something so liberating about the way he handled her. Not carefully or
delicately, or even like a thing to be cherished, but as a woman of courage.

As a woman of strength.

“They say the Sleeping Beauty story is a metaphor for sexual awakening,”
she said, emboldened by this realization. “I wasn’t sure I bought into it at
first, but it grew on me after a while. I mean, on top of that whole waking-up-
from-a-kiss nonsense, she pricks her finger on a spindle. Have you ever seen
a spindle? Like, a real one?”

“Where would I have seen a spindle?” he demanded. “Do you think my dad
weaves textiles in his spare time?”

She giggled, unable to picture her second-favorite Parks man going
anywhere near a textile. “Well, I’ll save you the trouble. It’s basically ye olde
phallus.”

His lips quivered as he fought a smile—the reluctant one, the devastating
one, the one she was beginning to realize had the power to change her whole
life. “Okay, now you’re just making things up.”

“I’m not!” she protested. “I’m just calling it like I see it. You’re the beauty,
I’m the prince, and the spindle is a literary device meant to shame women
into chastity.”

“You are no prince, Sophie Vasquez.”

“How dare you? I could totally be the prince.”

“In this story?” He laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think so. Not when
you’re so clearly the dragon.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, the laughter in her throat replaced by a
sudden swelling of elation. No man—no person, actually—had ever looked at
her and seen anything but a petite approximation of her sisters. She was a



little less bright, a little less exciting, a little less strong. She didn’t have their
confidence or their drive and had long since reconciled herself to a life lived
in their shadows.

Until now. Until she squared off against this magnificent, quarrelsome man
who looked at her and unhesitatingly drew his sword.

Because I’'m so clearly the dragon.

Unable to hold herself back any longer, she launched her whole body at
Harrison. She caught him off guard, a fact borne out by his heavy grunt as
she hit him with the full force of her weight. He didn’t budge though. He was
too much like a rock, too much like a wall. Everywhere her body touched his
was hard. He was warmer than he normally was, exertion giving him a heat
that almost felt like a glow.

Which was why she didn’t pull away from it. So much of what Harrison
said and did was meant to keep her at a distance, but the way his arms came
up to catch her worked a number on her senses. For what felt like the first
time, he was letting her in.

In was suddenly the only place she wanted to be. Before his reserve could
come back up, she cast aside all of her scruples and fears and did the
unthinkable.

She kissed him.

She caught him off guard with that too, her lips reaching his while they
were still partly open. It was a good thing, because she might not have gone
through with the rest of the kiss otherwise. There was something hugely
intimidating about attacking a bear of a man with one’s tongue, even if he did
look and taste like this one. Besides, he was so much softer than she’d
expected.

Oh, his body remained like stone, of course, and his arms were more like a
pair of manacles than anything else. Those things were good—those things
were great, actually—but nothing could have prepared her for the press of his
lips against hers. His mouth was gentle, his tongue, when it slid past hers,



like a silken embrace.

It made her yearn to discover the other hidden parts of him, those places
where he hadn’t yet turned off against the world. They were all her favorite
parts of a man. Not—contrary to popular opinion—the rock-hard abs and
rigid cock, but the places where pleasure could be found unexpectedly. The
dip of an upper lip, right where the skin began to grow soft. The smooth
curve of a well-formed buttock. Any spot where he might let his guard down
long enough to admit to being ticklish.

Any part that would cause him to smile.

“Sophie, you devil.” When Harrison pulled away, the smile was fixed in
place. Even though it was accompanied by a rueful laugh and a shake of his
head, nothing could dim its power. “What are you doing? I thought we were
supposed to be getting my heart rate up and my blood sugar down, not
cavorting in the wilderness.”

“Who says we can’t do both?” she retorted. “They say sex burns just as
many calories as a thirty-minute jog. That’s three miles we could lop off our
final tally.”

He stared at her with a look so staggered she almost feared she’d gone too
far. Pushing Harrison a little bit outside his comfort zone was fine—in fact, it
was the only way she was going to get through to him—but she didn’t want
to push him away.

Then he dropped his mouth to hers, and she realized that he wasn’t going
anywhere. There was no time to revel in that searing heat of his or the way
his body felt against hers. There was no time to do anything, really, besides
accept the demands he made, one after another.

One hand was in her hair, his fingers tugging at the short strands. His other
hand wound toward her lower back, pulling her flush against him. His lips
bypassed the playful nuzzling stage and pressed her own open, allowing him
to sweep his tongue into her mouth until her head swam with possibilities.

In other words, he kissed her—not just a sample or a nibble, but a hot,



throbbing, full-body demand that left her weak in the knees. It was also
tender in ways she hadn’t been expecting.

She would have had difficulty pinpointing exactly how that tenderness was
taking shape. It was the way he cradled her in his arms, his body making a
nest for her to burrow into, her limbs coiling into the warmth of him. It was
the way his kiss moved away from her lips and along her jawline, soft pecks
and light nibbles giving over to what she could have sworn was an actual bite
on the curve of her neck. That was what really gave the show away.

He was tasting her, sampling her, devouring her.

Sophie had been kissed plenty of times before. In fact, she’d started young.
The teenage cancer ward was a breeding ground of exploratory vice, so many
of the kids unsure how much time they had left that they weren’t leaving
anything—including sex—up to chance.

But this? Wow. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been devoured before.

“Holy crap, you’re good at this,” she said, and turned her head to give him
better access to her neck. She also buried her hands in his hair, holding his
head in place in case he got any funny ideas about stopping before things got
really interesting. “Amazing, actually. Do you practice on your pillow at
night or something?”

It was a good thing she’d had the foresight to hold on to him, because he
tried lifting his head at that. “Yes. I routinely make out with my pillow.
That’s what we Sleeping Beauties do.”

She moaned, letting him know she wasn’t about to let him put a wall up
against what had to be one of the hottest make-out sessions she’d had in a
long time—or, you know, ever. She also pressed her hips against his, doing a
lot more than moan when the hard line of his groin hit her right in the sweet
spot. Would it be awful if she gyrated against him a few times? Just a little?

“Lucky pillow,” she said, and this time, she was the one doing the kissing.
She had to hitch a leg around the back of his thigh and tug on his hair to
reach his lips, but it was well worth the effort when his mouth opened to let



her in.

Harrison’s hand naturally found its way to her leg, his wide palm searing
her skin through the see-through panel. The sensation of tingling, liquid heat
didn’t abate any as his hand began moving in a determinedly upward
direction, skimming along the rounded curve of her thigh until he was almost
in derriere territory.

“Why, Harrison Parks,” she chided—as much as a woman could chide
when she was climbing a man like a tree. “Do you also feel your pillow up
like that?”

“Every chance I get. Fortunately, it’s not made of memory foam.”

Oh dear. Harrison had just made a joke. He’d made a joke while his body
burned against hers. She wasn’t sure she could take this much novelty at
once. The only solution, she decided, was to make a mad grab for the bottom
of his T-shirt. As long as she was being shocked with revelations, she might
as well get a glimpse of his abs too.

But he stopped her just as she managed to snake a hand against the flat,
muscular plane of his abdomen. She caught a glimpse of the patch on his
stomach where his pump attached, but that was all before his free hand
pressed over the top of hers.

“I’m not some sad, solitary charity case, Sophie.”

She knew, in a second, that she’d pushed too far. Instinct told her to say
something playful and light, anything to get him back to the serious business
of kissing her, but she took a deep breath and met his gaze instead. His eyes
were still steely, still gray, but they weren’t nearly as hard.

Swallowing heavily, she said, “Of course you’re not.”

His fingers tightened around hers, their hands near enough his waistband
that there was no mistaking how much sexual urgency pulsated between
them. “I’m serious. I know I’m not good at people, and I can come across all
wrong sometimes, but I don’t want you to think I’'m...” He frowned,
struggling to find the right word.



“Desperate?” she ventured.

He halted. “I’m not desperate.”

“Alone?”

“I am alone most of the time, but I’ve always been that way.”

“Human, then,” she said, refusing to let him close back up. “Human and
fallible and in need of a little comfort from time to time. Just like the rest of
us.”

It took him a long time to answer. Too long, making her fear that she’d
made yet another misstep, forcing him to withdraw once more into his hard
shell. But he drew a deep, shuddering breath and said the words she’d been
waiting her whole life to hear.

Well, almost.

“No one is like you, Sophie,” he said. “Thank God for us all.”

Instead of backing away, he lifted his wide palm to her cheek. She readied
herself for another kiss. Half of her hoped it would be one of those hard,
fierce ones. The other half yearned for something tender and slow. But as
they stood there together, Sophie’s head cradled in Harrison’s hand, all she
got was a long, lingering stare.

Strangely enough, it was as powerful as the feel of Harrison’s tongue
sliding along hers. There was magnetism in those stony eyes of his, the lure
of a powerful man drawing her in.

“How’s the heart rate now?” she asked.

The question was mostly an excuse to place her hand against the hard swell
of his chest, but it also served as a reminder that she had an actual job to do
out here. As much fun as it would have been to have Harrison lift her against
the rough side of this barn and ravish her until both of them were shaking and
weak, she doubted even Dawn would approve of that methodology.

He remained silent.

“We should probably get running again,” she continued with real
reluctance. His heart was steady and strong, just like the rest of him, but it



wouldn’t remain that way indefinitely. Nothing could. “If we don’t pop out of
the forest soon, your dad’s going to wonder what happened to us.”

“I’m pretty sure he already knows,” Harrison said, but he released his grip
on her and stepped back. The physical separation was disquieting, like
someone yanked a pile of warm blankets away. “He’s the one who warned
me in the first place.”

“Warned you?” Sophie echoed. “About what?”

Harrison shook his head and turned to take off running once again. “I told
you already. Tablecloths.”



Chapter 9

“Wool is going to be your warmest option, obviously, and it’s good for
beginners because it’s so forgiving.” Sophie took a few steps forward and
started jabbing her finger at the colorful bundles lining the wall.

The whole wall. As in, a hundred feet of storefront, all of it lined with
shelves and so tightly packed with yarn you could probably knit a scarf from
here to the moon. Harrison couldn’t decide if he was impressed or alarmed.

“Acrylic is lighter, so you might want to consider it for summer wear or if
you plan to make Bubbles something purely decorative. It’s also easier to
work with if you’re a beginner. If you care about sustainability, of course,
you could always go for something organic and cotton. Now, me? I’'m
obsessed with this alpaca stuff right here. It can smell a little funny when you
get it damp, but you get used to it after a while. It reminds me of wet dog—
which, to be honest, is my standard eau du cologne.” She turned to him with
an expectant look on her face, eyes wide and her lips slightly parted. “Well?
What’ll it be? The pink wool? I feel like you’ve been eyeing the pink wool.”

Harrison sighed. As far as he could tell, there were twelve identical pink
wools, each one looking more like bubblegum than yarn. “You’re loving this,
aren’t you?”

“The yarn store? Um, yes. This is my happy place.”

He paused, waiting for the rest of whatever Sophie had to throw at him, but
she just kept watching him with that same earnest expectation. And joy—
that’s what that was on her face, what made her look so much like an angel



atop a Christmas tree.

She wasn’t kidding. She really loved yarn that much.

Since Sophie had decided that knitting was the only way—short of
regularly making out in front of his barn—of breaking down his barriers and
integrating Bubbles into his life, he turned his attention to the task at hand.

What other choice did he have? Yarn was a much safer activity than
kissing.

“It’s all the same to me, to be honest,” he said. “Maybe I should let Bubbles
pick, since she’s the one who’s going to have to wear it.”

He didn’t wait for an answer or look at Sophie, since he could guess how
she looked right now.

Smiling. At him.

Laughing. At him.

“As much as you love your sock, Bubbles, Sophie said you don’t look up to
snuff. She thinks you need to be dressed up in handmade finery.” He ignored
the choking sound of Sophie’s laughter behind him and picked up the puppy,
who had been sitting patiently at his feet. Holding her up to the wall of yarn,
he asked, “Which one do you like?”

Bubbles gave a Pomeranian squirm—a movement he was rapidly coming to
realize was her standard expression of joy. Since he had no other way to
interpret her mysterious canine desires, he decided to go with it, passing her
over the wall and seeing which wooly bundle caused her to wriggle the most.

“White?” he asked as she worked her way toward a pearly, bridal-looking
thing in one corner. “Are you kidding? After Labor Day?” That was a thing,
right? He vaguely remembered that being a thing.

The choking sound became strangled.

“Pick something more practical, please,” he admonished the puppy. “Black
is what I recommend. The color of soot and ashes. You have no idea how
hard those are to get out of clothes after a few weeks of nonstop exposure.”

“Maybe fire engine red? That seems appropriate.” Sophie stepped forward



to stand next to him. As he expected, her voice and her shoulders were
shaking with laughter. “A lady always looks striking in red. They say women
who wear it are more attractive to members of the opposite sex.”

As Sophie had chosen to wear a deeply vibrant pair of red pants that day,
Harrison could only assume she was pushing him again. The pants
themselves weren’t overwhelming—other than the color, which drew the eye
inevitably toward the rounded curves of her ass, they were like any other pair
of pants. Except, for some godforsaken reason, they stopped just above
Sophie’s ankles. Capri pants, he’d heard them called. In no way, shape, or
form an item of clothing to be sexualized—especially since she’d paired them
with a simple black T-shirt.

But damn. Every time she walked into his line of vision, his gaze was
drawn inexorably down to where the flash of her ankles peeked above a pair
of shiny, black heels. Like the rest of her body parts, those ankles looked
sleek and delicate, and he wanted to explore them at his leisure.

Ankles of all fucking things. A few more weeks in this woman’s company,
and he was going to have to start asking people to cover their piano legs like
some scandalized Victorian maiden.

“It’s biological,” Sophie added, continuing the conversation as though
Harrison were taking part in it instead of growing hard while staring at a wall
of yarn. He was beginning to realize what she saw in this place. “I read this
study once that said women who are ovulating wear red without even
realizing it. It’s like an advertisement for fertility.”

“I am not putting Bubbles in a walking fertility advertisement.”

She giggled. “Dogs are mostly color-blind, so I think she’ll be safe from all
those unwanted male advances.”

He turned on her with a glare. “Then what the devil are we doing in a yarn
store picking out colors? You’re telling me she can’t tell the difference
between any of these?”

“I mean, she might like the texture of some better than others. This one is



awfully soft. It’s like running your fingers through cotton candy. Here. Feel
it.”

Sophie grabbed his free hand and pulled it toward a bundle of yarn the
exact same color as her pants. He knew she was doing it on purpose—this
slow brush of her palm against his, this fingering of textiles that made his
heart pound—but it didn’t seem to matter. Whether playing or pushing, the
results were always the same.

“See?” she said, casting a shy look up at him. Her fingers slipped through
his. “Who wouldn’t want that against their bare skin?”

Harrison wanted to snatch his hand away, but he was stuck, transfixed by
desire and his inability to withstand the power she had over him. He also
wanted to tell her exactly what he was thinking: that cotton candy wasn’t his
vice. Pulled taffy—that was his poison, and that was exactly what Sophie felt
like. Taut muscles and soft skin, the endless tugging and straining that
happened whenever she drew near.

Naturally, he could say no such thing. Even if he were a master of oratory
prowess, he had no way of knowing what that kind of reaction a declaration
like that would elicit. Wide-eyed shock seemed a likely possibility. Revulsion
was definitely a contender. Or Sophie might, as she was doing much more
often these days, laugh.

Which was why the only thing that eventually left his lips was something
gruff and inadequate to capture his feelings.

“Is all that why you’re wearing red today?” he asked with a whirl of his
finger in the direction of her legs.

Her hand twitched in his and her cheeks broke out in twin pink circles, but
she didn’t let go. It was as good a metaphor for this woman as anything.
Tenacious, that was what she was. She had to be, to have stuck this thing out
with him for this long.

“It was Dawn’s idea,” she said. “Which, since you’ve met her, I’'m sure you
can understand.”



He didn’t. Sophie’s sisters hadn’t seemed to be overly fond of red to him.
In fact, the only thing he’d been able to glean during that painful session in
their kitchen was that they were terrifying. “She seemed okay,” he said,
hedging.

Her mouth fell open in a slight part. “Okay? Dawn? The one with the wavy
hair and killer smile?”

He nodded.

She stared at him for a moment, her eyes narrowing in disbelief. “That was
your takeaway? After forty-five minutes in her company? That she’s okay?”

He shrugged uncomfortably. “Why? Isn’t she?”

The stare only intensified. “She’s more than okay, Harrison. She’s
gorgeous and she’s fun and everyone loves her. I mean that literally.
Everyone. Wait—what did you think of Lila?”

“If I say she’s okay, are you going to go off on me again?”

A light giggle escaped her lips. “I’m sorry. I’'m just not used to anyone—
any man, that is—meeting Dawn and not instantly falling in love with her.
Lila too. She’s the most beautiful person I know, both inside and out.”

Harrison could have easily corrected her on this score. The Vasquezes were
a well-formed lot, it was true, but he didn’t see how anyone who’d spent five
minutes in Sophie’s company could prefer her sisters. Sophie’s beauty was
more subtle and delicate, yes, but it was all the more powerful because of it.
Her feelings weren’t a maze or a puzzle that a man had to figure out—they
were right there on the surface, easy to interpret and free for anyone who
cared to pick them up.

Most important, she was kind. To him and to animals, to his father and to
everyone who crossed her path. Maybe that was a commonplace thing where
she came from, but to him, it was like reaching an oasis after twenty years of
dry, desert living.

“I hate to disillusion you when we’re making such good headway, but this
isn’t my normal way of progressing through life,” Sophie said. She tugged



her lower lip between her teeth and fixed her gaze out the storefront window.
“With you, I don’t seem to have a problem asserting myself. With them,
however... I don’t know. It’s like I’'m powerless. Poor little Sophie Vasquez,
always last choice, always third place.”

Of all the harsh things Sophie had said to him in the course of this puppy
training, none of them caused his insides to roil quite like that one. He’d
willingly withstood everything she had to throw at him in the name of
progress—Pomeranians and candles and bare fucking ankles—but this was
where he drew the line.

“Sophie, —” he began, but the words were difficult to get out. His tongue
stuck to the roof of his mouth, all moisture sucked dry.

By the time he managed to figure out what came next—Sophie, I want you;
Sophie, I need you—she’d dropped his hand and gasped at the sight of a flash
moving across the street.

“Is that your dad?” she asked.

“What? Where?” His thoughts successfully diverted, Harrison craned his
neck to get a better look. “That guy crossing the street? But he’s...”

“Yeah, I know. Wearing normal human clothes.”

The figure, who wore a checked shirt that looked freshly ironed, paused and
turned. Only a fraction of a second passed before he turned again and trotted
the rest of the way across the street, but it was enough for Harrison to
confirm that it was, in fact, his father. Not only was his shirt ironed, but he
had a clean pair of Dickies on and his hair had been combed back with what
looked like a whole can of styling product.

“I think he looks nice,” Sophie said. “Maybe he has a date.”

Harrison stared at her. Sophie was, without question, one of the most
starry-eyed and optimistic souls he’d ever met, but even she couldn’t take
things that far. “Are you kidding? My father hasn’t had a date since the
eighties. He’s a confirmed misogynist.”

“No, he’s not. He’s just a little crusty. You both are. But believe me when I



say it doesn’t make either one of you unattractive.” A shy gaze flicked up and
down his body. “If anything, it only adds to your appeal.”

His heart gave a stutter. “You think my dad is attractive?”

“Well, no. But that’s only because I have my sights set on someone else.”

He didn’t ask. He couldn’t. To hear those words out loud would only mean
he’d have to face the reality of them and admit the truth.

He didn’t just like Sophie anymore. He liked her a lot.

It was, without question, the worst thing that could have happened. This
game of theirs—the push and pull, the breaking of barriers—was just that. A
game. Playing, she’d called it. Pushing this way. Playing a little. Nowhere in
that was there any hint of permanence. Nowhere in there did she promise
anything more.

Fortunately, there were other issues he could focus on. None of them were
more pressing than the desire that was taking over both his body and his
reason, but he could pretend.

He had to.

“He told me he was going to the bar this morning,” Harrison said.

“He goes to bars before noon?”

“Morning, noon, and night.” He nodded. “I warned you that Parks men are
no good. But he wasn’t wearing that when he left this morning. In fact...”

He’d thought it was odd at the time, but his father had left the house
wearing the exact same pair of overalls he’d had on yesterday. The man
might dress like a farmer left out too long in the sun, but he was pretty
fastidious about cleanliness. All those years in police uniform would do that
to a man.

“What is it?” Sophie asked.

Harrison shook his head, hoping to corral his thoughts into order. Bubbles,
Sophie, his dad, red pants—it was a lot to take in.

“Nothing. I just...” He frowned. “He has been going to the bar a lot lately.
More than usual. But not even he can nurse a drink for ten hours every day,



and what’s he even doing in Spokane? He never leaves Deer Park unless he
has no other choice.”

A sound almost like a squeak left Sophie’s mouth. “It is a date! A secret
date he doesn’t want you to know about.”

He grunted to indicate how ridiculous he considered that idea.

She ignored it, latching on to the theme with an enthusiasm not even
Bubbles could rival. “Do you think he met her online? Do you think they’re
Facebook friends? Ooh, do you think he Tinders?”

“Sophie Vasquez, if you know what’s good for you, you will never refer to
my dad and Tinder in the same sentence again.”

She giggled. “What? Everyone has needs.”

“Yes, and my father suppresses them the way all isolated, bad-tempered
men do.”

“Is that what you do?” she asked.

He didn’t know how to answer her. It was the sort of question that would, a
few weeks ago, have caused him to break down and turn off, storming away
from the conversation. Now, however...

“Let’s just get the stupid red cotton-candy yarn,” he muttered.

That wasn’t even close to what he wanted to say, but it was the only thing
he could think of in the heat of the moment. Sophie said knitting would help
relax him, so he’d knit. He’d knit until his fingers bled. He’d knit until he
forgot how good it felt just to stand next to this woman in a yarn store,
discussing his private life as though it were the most natural thing in the
world.

He yanked the yarn from the shelf, almost bringing an entire rainbow
column descending upon them both. It made him irrationally angry, to be
felled by so much tantalizing softness, so he turned on Sophie with a glare.
“But I want it stated for the record that if Bubbles turns into a wanton harlot
after this, I’'m holding you personally responsible.”

“Got it.” She held up her fingers in a mock Girl Scout salute. “As a wanton



harlot myself, I promise to welcome her to the ranks with open arms.”

“Goddammit, Sophie! That isn’t what I meant.”

Her sparkling laughter caused several heads to turn their way. So much
public scrutiny would normally have Harrison ducking into the back of the
store, but all Sophie did was reach up on tiptoe and plant a kiss on his cheek.
The soft press of her lips was quick and light, but it still had the power to
ignite the desire that he no longer knew how to control.

He would control it though. He had to.

“I know it wasn’t,” she said, smiling up at him. “But I had to say something
to do justice to Dawn’s pants. You don’t know her very well yet, but believe
me when I tell you she’d be proud.”



Chapter 10

“I did loop that piece around my finger, see? It fell off before I could hook it
on the other thingy. Why do they make these needles so slippery?”

The woman sitting next to Harrison, who was guiding his large, rough
hands under her own, clucked her tongue as he tossed the ruined knitting
aside. “They have to be slippery, dear. Otherwise, they’d slow you down
once you get the hang of it.”

“If I ever get the hang of it,” he said. “My hands are too damn big to do it
right.”

He cast an accusing look at Sophie, but she sent him an apologetic shrug in
reply. Retaliation wasn’t an option when her sister Dawn was sitting next to
her, watching every interaction like it was a soap opera written especially for
her. Dawn wasn’t much of a knitter, but when Sophie told her that Harrison
had not only agreed to come to the circle, but had chosen his own yarn for the
occasion, she’d insisted on witnessing the event for herself.

Naturally, nothing Sophie could do or say would stop her.

“Nonsense,” the woman said. “You’re just not used to it yet, that’s all. Now
try that bit again, and this time do it without all the damn profanity, if you
please.”

Harrison’s rare smile lit his face. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. I’ll do my
best, ma’am.”

He said something more, but Sophie was unable to distinguish it from
where she sat on the other side of the church basement. The room where



they’d gathered was large and damp and lit with an ancient fluorescent light
that buzzed in and out like it had a dozen angry bees trapped inside. The lack
of ambiance and stale scent of coffee didn’t stop the half dozen women from
meeting here every week to ply their needles making hats, scarves, and socks
to be shipped off to those in need.

“Oh, wow,” Dawn said in a low voice that bubbled over with laughter.
“You were right about his smile, Soph. That’s a hell of a thing for one man to
wield.”

Yes, Sophie was well aware of that fact. On Harrison, a smile wasn’t just
an expression of joy—it was a transformation. It was a momentary glimpse at
a man who existed somewhere just beyond her reach.

“You’ll notice that he didn’t actually direct it at me,” Sophie pointed out.

“Well, the smolder isn’t bad either, so that’s no real loss,” Dawn said. “I
finished this one. Hand me another, will you?”

Sophie paused knitting long enough to hand Dawn a tangled skein of yarn
to unfurl and roll into a ball. Although Sophie had been knitting for years—a
hobby developed during one of her many long stays in bed—her sister didn’t
have the patience to sit still for extended periods of time.

“How’s the little darling doing, by the way?” Dawn asked.

For a moment, Sophie thought the little darling in question was Harrison,
and she wasn’t sure how to answer. As a client, Harrison was almost too
good to be true. Oh, he grumbled, of course, but that was more from habit
than a desire to prevent her from doing her job. Ever since that day in the
yarn store, he’d done everything she’d asked with efficiency and a resolution
that could only be described as dogged.

It was almost as though he was afraid of what would happen if he fought
back again—of what he might do if he let Sophie push him into tearing down
the wall one more time. He was subdued and compliant, determined not to let
anything push him too far. Not even a shirt that opened at the back to reveal a
strappy, crisscross patterned bra had been able to move him.



“She seems to be settling in well,” Dawn continued. “Even Lila’s starting to
come around. She’s no longer looking for families who might want to adopt
her if everything fails.”

Oh. Yes, Bubbles was the little darling. Because she was little. And a
darling.

“Um.” Sophie willed the blood away from her cheeks and said the first
thing that popped into her mind. “She’s doing great, just great. No problems,
no worries.”

“None at all?” Dawn asked without looking up from her pile of yarn.

“Well...”

Sophie bit her lip and pretended to work through a particularly complicated
cable stitch. She’d never been a great liar, especially where her sisters were
concerned, but she wasn’t sure how to respond in a way that was truthful and
wouldn’t undermine her progress.

“To be honest, she’s still wary of a few things,” she said and superstitiously
crossed her knitting needles since her fingers were busy.

“What kind of things?”

Oh, you know. Fire. Flames. The catastrophic infernos Harrison had
dedicated his life to subduing.

“Um. She didn’t react very well to a fire Harrison started in his fireplace
one morning. She seems to be doing okay with your candles though.”

“My candles? When has she been anywhere near my candles?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Sophie looked up at her sister with her most innocent
expression. From the way Dawn was watching her, her eyes narrowed and
her nose wrinkled at the tip, Sophie knew she was nearing trouble. “I took a
few over as a...gift. To win over Harrison’s dad. He likes the bergamot one.
He says it helps him sleep.”

“That’s not a surprise, Soph. But they’re awfully strong, and you know it’s
not a good idea to confuse the puppy’s sense of smell this early on. Not while
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“Of course I know that!” she protested. The moralizing note in Dawn’s
voice was veering far too close to Lila’s for Sophie’s peace of mind. “The
ones in the rest of the house and Harrison’s room are unscented. I’'m not an
idiot.”

“Why do there need to be candles in Harrison’s room at all?” The question
was asked with heavy suspicion, but Dawn’s imagination soon took over.
“Ooh, don’t tell me—I can make several guesses, and all of them are rated
Not for Church Basements. You made it to the crop top already, didn’t you?”

Sophie winced. Unfortunately, there was nothing sexy or fun about
Harrison’s bedroom candles. She had him lighting three of them at a time in
there now. Bubbles seemed to tolerate them without too much fuss, but there
was no denying she wasn’t a fan. She had a tendency to turn her head away
and burrow into Harrison’s chest, pretending the flickering lights weren’t
there. She was like a child closing her eyes and willing the monster under the
bed away.

In other words, the puppy was still scared, still a liability, still a failure on
paper.

But paper only told part of the story. A person was more than the sum total
of their awards and accolades, had more to offer than the sad, sorry tale told
by their medical records. And so was a puppy.

All she needed was a few more weeks with Harrison and Bubbles, a few
more weeks without a pair of well-meaning sisters peering over her shoulder.
The trouble was convincing them of it.

“Dawn, I—”

A loud, impatient siren interrupted her before she could come up with a
story that wouldn’t perjure her soul.

Because the basement was isolated from the rest of the church, the red
blaring lights and screaming whir hit as if from out of nowhere. However, not
one of the ladies in attendance showed signs of distress. An introductory
cooking class was held in the upstairs kitchen the same night as the knitting



circle. Half the time, they got to sample an array of cookies and pancakes as
they left for the evening. The other half of the time, someone burned the
cookies and pancakes, and everyone had to immediately evacuate the
building.

As the acrid scent of charred carbohydrates wasn’t too far behind the
whirring alarm, it seemed tonight was going to be one of the latter instances.

Ladies stabbed knitting needles into balls of yarn as they got to their feet,
stretching and yawning and grumbling about which of the unfortunate pupils
had done the damage this time. Sophie rose to join them only to glance over
at Harrison and realize her mistake.

Or, to put it more accurately, she glanced over at Bubbles and realized her
mistake. The puppy, already showing signs of distress at the loud noises and
sudden commotion, had also noticed the shifting scent in the air. All the fur
on her little body stood on end, and even Sophie had to admit that her eyes
looked an awful lot like sad raisins.

“Sad, wet raisins,” she said with a groan.

“What are you talking about?” Dawn asked, but there was no time to
answer her. The moment everyone started shuffling for the stairs, the puppy
decided she wasn’t about to be abandoned to the fire and left for dead.
Harrison reached for her, his arms swooping down to rescue her from the
terrors all around, but it was no use.

With one last scared yip of protest, Bubbles tore away.

Sophie was closest to the stairs, so she jumped up to try and head Bubbles
off. All she managed to do was run into the nice woman who’d been teaching
Harrison how to knit, almost knocking her over in the process. The skitter of
puppy nails on wood stairs indicated that Sophie was going to have to move
faster if she planned on catching Bubbles before the animal escaped
somewhere with real hazards.

She was halfway up the stairs before she realized she wasn’t alone in her
pursuit. Harrison’s tread was surprisingly light for a man his size, and he



reached the door at the top of the stairs the same time she did.

“You’d better let me.” His hands came down on either side of her waist and
lifted her neatly out of the way. The ease with which he was able to
physically set her aside, his palms almost spanning her waist, was impressive.
“I’ll be able to catch her faster on my own. She won’t want a search party
after her.”

“Now isn’t the time to play hero, Harrison.” She clutched at his forearm.
“The street.”

He caught her meaning in an instant. The church was located on a fairly
busy street off the freeway, which meant cars zipped by much faster than
they would have on an ordinary city road. With everyone filing in and out of
the building, it would be all too easy for Bubbles to head outside and straight
into traffic.

“She won’t—" he began, his face pale.

“She might.”

Without another word, they both pushed through the doorway, heedless of
the way their bodies pressed together, fitting so perfectly they might have
been built to squeeze and slide as one.

“I’ll take the north exit,” Harrison said, his voice clipped. “You go through
the back hallway and take the south. She won’t go in the direction of the
kitchen—not while there’s smoke. Two long whistles if you find her. Three if
she makes it outdoors. I’ll do the same.”

He turned on his heel and moved off in the direction he’d indicated, not
checking over his shoulder to make sure Sophie was following his
instructions. There was no need. Harrison’s abrupt manner might not have
made him the easiest man to get to know, but there was no denying its power.
Sophie had been attending knitting circle in this church for two years and
couldn’t have mapped all the exits if she wanted to. He had appraised the
building at a glance.

It was impossible not to feel reassured by his commands, empowered by his



confidence. Whatever else one could say about the man, he knew his fire
safety.

Sophie pushed past several people evacuating in the opposite direction,
determined to do justice to Harrison’s faith in her ability to rescue his puppy.
The back hallway was long, but it was empty, which made searching it easy.
There was nowhere for Bubbles to cower and hide, nowhere she could take
cover during a mad dash to safety. The door at the end of the hallway was
still closed, and the emergency exit alarm untriggered.

“Bubbles!” Sophie called, not expecting an answer but determined to do
something anyway. “Come on out, love. The fire’s all gone now. You’re
safe.”

No yapping response or puppy whimper met her ears. She spun on her heel,
holding her breath as she waited for any kind of whistle from Harrison, but
all she could hear was the clamoring fire alarm in the distance.

“Think, Sophie,” she commanded herself. “You’re tiny, you’re terrified,
and you’re in a strange place. Where do you go?”

The answer to that question was more difficult to come up with than she
would have thought. Tiny and terrified were two things she’d felt more times
than she cared to admit, and it hadn’t been uncommon for her to fall asleep in
one hospital only to wake up in another halfway across the state.

But she’d never really been alone when it happened. If her sisters or parents
hadn’t been hovering anxiously nearby, there had been scores of friendly
nurses and doctors, every one armed with a smile and a promise that they’d
take care of her, and would she like a warm blanket to help her feel better?

But Bubbles hadn’t had that. She spent her first few months of life isolated
and ignored, curled up in a wire cage that offered no protection or comfort.
She craved small, dark spaces and warmth. She wanted to feel less alone, if
only for a few minutes.

“The ruffled bedroom,” Sophie said aloud. She might not have known all
the fire exits in this church, but she did recall once seeing a nursery. A



cursory peek inside had revealed several cribs, toy boxes, and play structures
to keep the little ones entertained during the service.

It also had a ruffled toddler bed for anyone who needed an impromptu nap.
She wasn’t sure what it was about those swaying bits of fabric that appealed
to the puppy, but they did. If that was the first place she went in Harrison’s
house, there was a good chance she’d do the same thing here.

Sophie found the nursery behind the third door she checked. It was slightly
ajar, which made her think she was on the right track—a feeling that
intensified at the sound of a light snuffling. As was the case the last time
she’d found Bubbles in this situation, she dropped to her stomach and scooted
under the bed, lulling the puppy with a conversation that was mostly
nonsense.

“There you are, my precious,” she said, wincing at the pitiful image of the
Pomeranian curled in on herself in the corner. “You’re pretty fast for such a
small thing—has anyone ever told you that? You knew there was danger the
second you smelled smoke, and you reacted without even thinking about it.
That’s what makes you such a good alert dog, you know. You see a thing that
needs to be done, and you do it. No questions, no doubts. I envy that about
you.”

“Uh, Soph?” Dawn’s voice came from behind her.

Sophie stuck a hand out from under the bed and waved her sister away.
“That’s my sister you hear out there, Bubbles. If she knows what’s good for
her, she’ll stand exactly where she is and be quiet, so you don’t get even
more scared.”

Dawn took the hint. Sophie proceeded to spout more nonsense, mostly
about knitting and dog sweaters and some people’s inability to follow the
simplest of recipes without burning a church down. Bubbles relaxed a little,
but she didn’t show a desire to leave her safe haven.

That didn’t happen until a gruff voice sounded overhead, causing them both
to perk up.



“Goddammit, Sophie. What part of two whistles didn’t you understand?”

Strong hands clamped around her ankles and pulled her out from under the
bed. She barely had time to register what was happening before Harrison let
go.

He didn’t, as expected, drop to his knees next to her to grab Bubbles for
himself. Instead, he planted his booted feet firmly on the ground and said, his
low voice rumbling. “Be quiet, Bubbles. And get out from under there.”

“You can’t—” Sophie began, but the dog’s gentle whimpering stopped
almost immediately.

“Out, Bubbles. I’ve had just about enough of your antics for one day.”

The soft skitter of nails over linoleum sounded from under the bed skirt.
Seconds later, the puppy’s small, twitching nose peeked out into the open.

“Come,” he said. “Sit.”

Sophie watched from her perch on the floor as the commands she’d been
working so hard to instill in both man and beast worked to perfection.
Harrison might sound gruff and rough, but Bubbles knew that voice, took
comfort in that voice.

She came. She sat. And she waited, looking expectantly at her owner as
though he contained the answers to all the world’s problems.

He paused just long enough to murmur a commendatory good girl before
sweeping the puppy into his arms and turning his anxiety on Sophie instead.
He’d all but forgotten about Dawn standing in the doorway watching the pair
of them, a look of intense curiosity rendering her more silent than usual.

“Is this what we’re training her to do?” Harrison demanded. Fear made his
expression harsher than usual, lines of worry pulling his mouth down at the
corners. “To run away from me at the first sign of danger?”

Sophie hated to see him like this. Not the bluster, which was only to be
expected from a man like this one, but the worry. The pain. Bubbles had
obviously wormed her little way much deeper into his heart than she’d ever
thought possible.



“She’s not hurt, Harrison,” she said, her voice gentle. “That’s the most
important thing. A little shaken, yes, but none the worse for her adventure.”

“Adventure?” he echoed. “Is that what you’d call this?”

“Yes, actually. I would. At least she came out from under the bed willingly
this time.” Sophie got to her feet with a brush of her knees and a squaring of
her shoulders. Already, Harrison was looking less like a man who’d been
pulled back from the edge of a cliff. “And she didn’t try to escape, which is a
plus. She follows a pattern when she’s scared. Patterns are good. Patterns are
predictable. I can work with patterns.”

“Abject fear is not a pattern. It’s a problem.”

“Not paying taxes is a problem. Yelling at your very expensive and highly
professional dog trainer is a problem.”

His lips began their telltale quiver. “I wasn’t going to yell.”

“Yes, you were. You’ve been wanting to do it all day. Think about how
much you hate knitting. Think about all those eensy-weensy loops and
tangles in your big man hands.”

“Nice try, Sophie, but you can’t break me with yarn.”

She thought she heard a chuckle from her sister’s direction, but she didn’t
dare pull her gaze from Harrison’s. This wasn’t at all how she’d choose to
break down Harrison’s walls, but there was no denying that they were
crashing down around them.

“I, on the other hand, am an amazing knitter,” Sophie continued. “I could
make you and Bubbles matching rainbow glitter sweaters by tomorrow.”

“I wish you would. I love rainbows.”

“Hats too,” she warned. “And I can make you wear them as part of your
training. If I tell Oscar it’s necessary for bonding purposes, you know he’ll
back me up. Matching hats and sweaters for every day of the week.”

“I know what you’re trying to do, and it’s not going to work.”

“Are you sure about that? It sounds an awful lot like it’s working.”

And it did. The more they stood there talking, the more Harrison’s smile



widened, his eyes lighting with laughter. If they had time, she would have
turned around and demanded that Dawn take a good look at those eyes. Her
sister might think Harrison’s smile was dangerous, but Sophie found that
lurking twinkle to be much more powerful.

He could be happy, if only he’d let himself. If only he’d let me in.

He squared his stance to meet hers, Bubbles held under one of his arms like
a football. With his broad shoulders and menacing air, he might have been
preparing to tackle any number of oversize defensive linemen.

But he wasn’t. He was preparing to tackle her.

And if the look on his face was anything to go by, he knew he was up
against a formidable foe.

“You, Sophie Vasquez, are nothing more than a tyrant.” He took a step
forward, drawing so close their toes bumped. His were encased in steel-toed
boots and big enough to give Sasquatch a run for his money; hers were
daintily shod in ballet flats with vibrant teal bottoms.

“A tyrant?” she echoed. “Me?”

“Yes, you. You're a tyrant and a deceptively innocent tormentor who
delights in making me dance at her bidding.”

“Getting better.” She tilted her head up to his. “Keep going. What else am
?”

“A devil. A fiend. A hellhound in puppy’s clothing.” Each word was
quieter than the one before, as though he was wooing her with sweet
nothings. They felt like that too, his gruff voice causing a ripple of delight to
shiver up and down her spine. “In other words, you’re my worst nightmare.”

She swallowed heavily, unable to look away from the intensity of his gaze.
She’d thought his kisses by the barn had devoured her, but they had nothing
on this total engulfing of her soul. In all her life, she’d never felt this
powerful, this beautiful.

This strong.

“Anything else?” Her voice was hoarse.



“It’ll never work.” For the first time since this whole conversation had
turned, he didn’t sound playful. Nor was he his usual rough and grumble self.
In fact, he’d never sounded more earnest. “That’s the one thing I can
guarantee. No matter how hard you fight or how many times you try, I’ll
never be anything but this. The sooner you realize it, the better it will be for
both of us.”

A gasp from the doorway caught her attention before she could process
anything Harrison had just said. She turned, prepared to scold Dawn for what
had to be the worst timing known to womankind, only to find that two of the
ladies from the knitting circle had joined her. Her sister appeared to be doing
her best to usher them out of the room, but it would take someone much more
determined than Dawn to get rid of a busybody like Paulette.

“Well, I never,” Paulette said, a hand clutched to her throat. She wasn’t
wearing a pearl necklace—she was more of a New Age, healing-crystal sort
—Dbut the idea was the same. “Sophie, honey, we came to ask if you needed
any help with that puppy. I can see we’re not a moment too soon.”

Sophie bit back a groan. “I’m fine, Paulette. Hey, Hilda. As you can see, we
found Bubbles safe and sound. Is the kitchen fire all cleared?”

She’d hoped the change of subject would encourage the women to move
on, but Paulette pushed past Dawn and planted herself in the center of the
room. She wasn’t a large woman, but she was a formidable one. It was the
result of forty years working as the charge nurse on the pediatric cancer ward.
She mothered and bullied in equal proportions.

Sophie had known her for just about forever. In fact, Paulette was the one
who taught her how to knit in the first place. You can either knit or sit around
this hospital room feeling sorry for yourself, Ducky. And I, for one, am
getting sick of all the moping.

“I don’t think I care for the way this young man was talking to you,”
Paulette said. “Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll see both you and your
sister safely home?”



“There’s really no need—" Sophie began, but Paulette cut her short.

“I’m sure it’s what your mother would want me to do. We won'’t take no for
an answer, will we, Hilda?”

Sophie cast a silent plea in Dawn’s direction, but all her sister could do was
mouth an apology and shrug. Sophie was just as powerless in this situation. If
there was a way to oust a well-meaning family friend who had held and
rocked her during her worst moments, then it was a way Sophie had yet to
discover.

She was hemmed in on all sides and had been for as long as she could
remember. Had there been a villain in her story, a malicious being she could
stand up to once and for all, she would have banished him years ago.

But she didn’t have a bad guy. She had good guys. Dozens of them. She
had people like Paulette and Hilda, Lila and Dawn, her parents, even, to some
extent, Oscar. Each and every one of them would put their life on the line to
keep her safe, and they had no qualms about making sure everyone knew it.

What they couldn’t understand, however, was that Sophie didn’t want to be
safe.

She wanted to be set alight.

“She’s right,” Harrison said, his voice quiet but determined. “It’s not a
good idea to leave you here with me.”

Sophie whirled on him. The overwhelming solicitude from family and
friends she could bear—she didn’t like it, but she could bear it.

But not from Harrison. Never Harrison. That was what made him so
incredible. He didn’t look at her and see a hundred-and-ten-pound weakling
who needed to be shielded from the world. He saw a strong, confident
woman who had the power to seduce him. He saw someone to fear, to fight,
and maybe even to fuck.

And, oh, how she wanted to be that strong, confident woman bringing him
to his knees. She wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.

“Don’t,” she said, her voice dangerous.



He didn’t flinch. “Go with your friends and family. We’ve done enough
work here for one day.”

“So help me, if you take their side in this—"

“You’ll what, Sophie?” he asked. This time, his voice carried only
kindness, his eyes touched with a smile. “Tell Oscar on me? Take my puppy
away again?”

It was impossible not to answer that smile with one of her own. “Don’t
think I won’t,” she warned. There were a dozen other things she longed to
say—a dozen other things that needed to be addressed between them—but
this was neither the time nor the place. And Harrison, for all his self-
professed inability to understand people, knew it.

That’s because he does understand me.

“You and Bubbles should take a long weekend,” she eventually said.
“Relax. Unwind. Have fun. We’ll pick up where we left off on Monday.”

Paulette’s harrumph signaled her displeasure with this plan, but Sophie
wasn’t moved.

“I will be there,” she said, just in case he thought this was the last of the
conversation. “And we will figure out what to do next about all this.”

To the bystanders in the room, all this could have easily meant Bubbles and
the fire, the fact that Sophie was training a dog for a job that it appeared to
have no qualifications to hold. To Harrison, however, her meaning was clear.
She knew it the moment he caught her eye and nodded his consent.

“Sure thing, Soph,” he said. “We’ll take care of it first thing on Monday.”



Chapter 11

“Surprise, my darling!” Sophie’s mom stood on the front porch, her arms
flung out and a beaming smile on her face. Those two signs were ominous
enough on their own, but they were accompanied by a stack of suitcases more
suitable to a lengthy cruise than a brief visit. Her next words confirmed it.
“I’ve come to batten myself on you and the girls for a few weeks. I hope you
don’t mind.”

“Mom!” Sophie cried, and then, because it was the only thing she could
say, “Of course I don’t mind. But I don’t understand. I thought you were
going with Dad on his sabbatical to Greece.”

Her mom engulfed her in a warm hug, the lavish scent of her floral perfume
blanketing them both. “I know, and I was so looking forward to it, but I've
had this dratted tickle in the back of my throat I can’t seem to shake. You
know how hard your father goes when he’s out in the field. My immune
system would never be able to catch up.”

While it was true that Victor Vasquez had a tendency to lose himself in his
antiquity studies whenever he slipped off the collegiate leash, her mother had
never looked in better health. Not even the fake cough she remembered to
emit a few seconds later was enough to convince Sophie that this was
anything but a ploy.

“Lila called you, didn’t she?” Sophie asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lila never tells me anything. That
girl is an oyster.”



“Dawn.” Sophie clenched her hands. “The sneak. What did she say?”

Her mother adopted her loftiest pose. “Dawn doesn’t tell me anything
either. None of my daughters do. I might as well be in my grave for all they
care about involving me in their lives.”

She added a disdainful sniff for good measure. It was a good look on her—
like her daughters, Alice Vasquez was a beautiful woman. Her hair was a
light brown that her hairstylist kept from fading into gray, and strategic
makeup applications and good lighting held her crow’s feet at bay. Her figure
was still the envy of many, if a little more on the buxom side than in her
youth, and she dressed with the ease of one who’d had a lifetime to learn
what suited her best.

In other words, her mother was an impressive woman—confident and
elegant and controlled in all the ways Sophie would never be.

“I don’t understand. If neither one of them ratted me out, who called you?”

“If you must know, I had a chat with Paulette late last night.”

“I should have guessed,” Sophie groaned, but she pushed the door open to
let her mom in anyway. If there was one thing she’d learned from long
experience, it was that her mother wouldn’t be shaken off easily. If Sophie
wanted to put her on a plane bound for the Mediterranean—and she wanted
nothing more—it would take a concentrated effort on her part.

“It wasn’t me.” Dawn sprang from the couch the moment Sophie and her
mom struggled into the living room under the weight of all the luggage. “I
have an alibi. Three of them.”

“Honestly, you’re both acting as though I’'m not welcome.” Alice pulled a
genuine frown. “I know I’m only your fusty old parent, but I thought it would
be nice to spend some time together. Just the four of us girls, you know?
Shopping, a spa day or two, maybe a weekend trip to Seattle. We haven’t
done anything like that in ages.”

Sophie instantly felt guilt-ridden. Even though her parents only lived
twenty minutes away, she didn’t spend nearly as much time with them as she



should have—especially since her mom’s entire life revolved around her
daughters. Or daughter, rather. While she was an affectionate parent to all of
her offspring, there was no denying that the bulk of her maternal worries had
been tied up in Sophie for so many years that it was impossible for her to
shake the habit. She’d even given up her career as nonprofit executive to take
care of Sophie, which meant that now, at fifty-eight, she had little to occupy
her time.

Other than, you know, stopping by for unannounced visits that lasted weeks
at a time.

“What did Paulette tell you?” Sophie motioned for Dawn to resume her seat
on the couch. Her mom didn’t follow suit. Instead of sitting in her favorite
floral armchair, she elected to stand there among her suitcases, looking like
the picture of staged rejection.

“That daughter of hers just had twins. Did she show you the pictures? She’s
up to eight grandchildren now. It must be so wonderful, being surrounded by
all those babies...”

“Mom.”

“What? It’s not unusual, you know, for a woman of my age to fantasize
about grandchildren. You’d have thought, with three daughters of a
marriageable age...”

“Mom.” Dawn was the one who spoke up this time.

“Oh, I know. The marriage part isn’t required in this day and age, but it
would be so nice to see at least one of you settled down. Lila would be such a
responsible parent. And you, Dawn, have so many men to choose from.”

“Gee, thanks,” Sophie said dryly. She studiously avoided her sister’s eye
for fear that tacit commiseration would cause them both to break out into
laughter. That or tears. “Does this mean I’m the one who’s been chosen to
grow into lonely spinsterhood and take care of you and Dad in your old age?”

Her mother’s cluck was neither an assent nor a denial. It lay somewhere in
between, a confirmation that whatever else Sophie was—or wasn’t—she’d



never be like her sisters. Her life had never been one of independence and
adventure. And if her relatives had their way, it never would be.

Even though no one in this room had said the word cancer—or even
alluded to it—it was still everywhere around them. In the extra wrinkles
around her mom’s mouth, where frowns had outpaced smiles for seven long
years. In the way Dawn sat with her body angled on the edge of the couch,
ready to jump to Sophie’s aid should Alice’s care get too officious. The room
itself was a testament to everything this family had sacrificed for her. Her
sisters would have happily gone off to live in separate apartments, but no one
had felt comfortable with the idea of Sophie being on her own, so their
parents had put a down payment on a lovely house with a kennel out back.

Oh, how she loved these people. And, oh, how she resented them.

“I don’t care what you do as long as you’re happy,” her mom said. Then, in
direct contradiction to this, she added, “I also talked to Oscar this morning.”

Sophie passed a hand over her eyes. This was so much worse than she’d
feared.

“You know I like to check in with him every few weeks to see how he’s
doing,” her mom said, fully on the defensive. “I worry about him, living all
alone as he does.”

It was true. Poor Oscar had no idea what he’d gotten into the day he’d
agreed to meet the girl whose life he’d saved. Not everyone agreed to the
patient-donor meetings, since they could come with quite a bit of
awkwardness, but her mother had been determined to thank Sophie’s savior
in person. That had been ten years ago, and thanking him had been the least
of it. Oscar was now invited to every holiday gathering, sent homemade
baked goods at least every other week, and received regular phone calls from
the family matriarch to ensure he didn’t want for anything.

The Vasquez family didn’t do things by halves. They were like a gang that
way. Once you were in, it was a lifetime deal.

“He told me he has you helping him with a little project,” Alice continued.



Dawn snorted. “Little isn’t the word I’d use to describe him.”

Sophie shot her sister a warning look, but the damage was already done.

“Oh?” their mother asked, her intense gaze shifting to Dawn. “So you had
met the man before yesterday?”

“Of course. He stopped by that first day to apologize after Sophie yelled at
him.”

“Sophie Josephine! You yelled at a client?” Her mother’s surprise lasted all
of two seconds before it took a sharp turn. “Why? What did he do?”

“I didn’t yell at him,” Sophie protested, her cheeks flushed at the memory.
“It was more like a strongly worded conversation. Harrison is...difficult.”

“Difficult?” her mom echoed. She gave Dawn a questioning look. “What
does that mean?”

“Don’t ask me. I’'m not the one working with him. But he didn’t check off
any of my serial killer boxes, so I’'m sure Sophie will come out of this with
all her skin intact.”

“I’m not sure I trust your serial killer checklist, my love. I’ve met some of
the men you’ve dated.”

“It means exactly what you already wrangled out of Oscar and Paulette,
Mom,” Sophie said with what she considered admirable patience. “He’s a
large man, yes, and it takes him a while to warm up to people. But it’s not a
big deal, I promise. I can handle him.”

Her mother clucked in a way that could denote either sympathy or disbelief
but was most likely a combination of the two. “Maybe you should hand this
off to one of your sisters, sweetie. I know you mean well, but you don’t have
Dawn’s experience when it comes to this sort of thing. Or Lila’s firm hand.”

“He’s not a problem,” Sophie said, this time through her teeth. She knew
she wasn’t as competent as her sisters. She knew she never would be. But she
still deserved a life of her own, no matter how small.

Ironically enough, Harrison would have been the first to back her up on
that. He was so used to seeing her assert herself, watching as her self-



confidence unfurled, that he probably wouldn’t recognize the woman she was
when her family was around. He might not even like her when her family was
around.

To be perfectly honest, she wasn’t sure she liked herself that way.

“You know what?” Sophie said, feeling a sudden urge to push back. “I like
him. He works hard and he’s good with the puppy. He’s also a really good
kisser, in case you were wondering.”

This time, her mother’s clucking sound was closer to a growl. Sophie
recognized that growl—knew it down to her bones. It was the sound of a
mama bear awakening from hibernation. In a few seconds, the bear would be
fully awake, prepared to throw herself on anyone who dared to even look at
her precious cub the wrong way.

Which was why Sophie decided to take matters into her own hands. Too
many people—herself included—had been suffocated by that bear. All she
wanted was a chance to breathe.

Throwing caution and common sense to the wind, she added, “Besides, it
doesn’t matter if he’d be better off with Dawn or Lila. It’s too late. We’ve
already started the more specialized training. To back off now would only
compromise the relationship between Harrison and Bubbles, which the
puppy’s fear of fire has already strained.”

“But—" her mother began.

She was on a roll now and doubted whether she could stop even if she
wanted to. “In fact, we’ve decided the best thing to do to help Bubbles get
over it is for me to live in for the duration of the training.”

Both women swiveled to stare at her.

“Live in?” her sister echoed.

“You can’t!” her mother cried.

Sophie held up a hand to stop them both. She was proud to note that it
didn’t waver in the slightest. “Stop, you guys. Lila did it last year with that
nervous bichon, and no one said anything. You know it’s our standard



operating procedure. If the puppy or the owner has difficulty adjusting, the
trainer should be there as much as possible, even if that means around the
clock.”

Both women opened their mouths to protest, but Sophie didn’t let them
speak. She couldn’t. She knew exactly what would happen if she did. They’d
talk her back from the ledge, pull her into their arms, and stuff her with
cookies and rainbows and promises that everything would be okay.

She liked cookies, and rainbows were pretty, but things weren’t always
okay. Life was hard and messy and, where Harrison was concerned, a bit of a
battleground.

And that, to be perfectly honest, was just fine with her.

“Well, I’'m finally going to admit it,” she announced. “This puppy has
difficulties. A lot of them, actually, and I’'m still not a hundred percent sure
she’s going to work out. If Bubbles is going to battle forest fires someday,
she’ll need lots of extra attention and lots of extra time. And I’ll have to do a
few nights for the scent training anyway. It makes sense for me to stay there.”

“But he’s practically a stranger,” her mom said. “And Paulette said she’d
never heard such language before.” She looked to Dawn for support. “Honey,
she can’t do this. Tell her.”

Dawn appeared to struggle with herself. She was by far the most forgiving
and fun-loving of all Sophie’s family members, but old habits died hard. She
looked back and forth between them for a few seconds before shrugging and
giving in. “How bad can he be? I mean, he’s a friend of Oscar’s.”

“Yes, and Lord knows there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for that man, but
this is taking things too far. Sophie’s not like you. She’s not—"

Help came from an unexpected source, stopping their mother before she
made the mistake of finishing that statement—not that Sophie needed to hear
the rest. She already knew all the things she wasn’t: self-sufficient,
significant, strong.

“It’s not our decision to make though, is it?” Lila stood in the doorway to



the kitchen, an apron over her clothes and a dishrag in her hands. Her sister
must have been in there the entire time, listening in. “Soph, I’'m assuming
you already cleared it with the client?”

Sophie, who had done no such thing, nodded a solemn lie. She was too
surprised by Lila’s championship to do more. In personal and familial
situations, there was nothing her sister wouldn’t have done to support her.
Professional situations, however, were another story. Lila was a stickler for
doing things by the book. She loved rules the way most people loved
cupcakes—or, you know, puppies.

“If it’s in the best interest of the placement, then it’s the right call.” Lila
took one look at their mother’s face and laughed. “Relax, Mom. She’s
twenty-six years old. She’ll be fine.”

“Yes, but her health. If something should happen—"

“The client has been diabetic nearly his entire life. I’'m pretty sure he knows
how to call an ambulance.”

Sophie had never felt so lifted up—or so close to being crushed. Lila and
Dawn providing their support without once questioning her professional
judgment was everything she’d ever wanted out of Puppy Promise. No one
was reprimanding her for her handling of the case; no one was doubting her
ability to make it work. It would have been her idea of heaven, if not for the
fact that she didn’t need to live out at Harrison’s house.

Nor, she suspected, would she be particularly welcome.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” Dawn added. “You can still stay here with me and
Lila, and we’ll do all the spa days you want. Look at her face—have you ever
seen anyone who needs it more? There were three new wrinkles around her
eyes this morning. I counted.”

Lila, who had the smooth, unruffled beauty of a woman ten years her
junior, gave a grimace. She also tossed the dish towel at Dawn’s head. “Just
for that, I’'m not finishing the dishes. You can eat off dirty plates for the rest
of the day.”



But Dawn tossed the towel to their mother, passing it on like a game of Hot
Potato. “What good is having Mom come to stay unless we make her earn her
keep? Don’t worry, Sophie—we’ll have her regretting her decision before the
weekend’s up.”

Alice laughed obligingly, but there was no mistaking her worried
expression. She’d come all this way to rescue her beloved daughter, and she
rarely backed down from a mission until she’d seen it all the way through.

“You didn’t really kiss that man, did you, Sophie?” she asked. “That was
just a joke?”

Sophie paused, unsure how to tackle this rocky territory. She wanted to
spare her mother’s feelings, of course, but not at the cost of her freedom. It
was too powerful, too alluring, too new.

In the end, she decided to trample forward. After all, it was exactly what
she would have done to Harrison in this situation.

“Oh, I kissed him, all right,” she said. “And if I have my way, I fully intend
to do it again.”



Chapter 12

“Sit. Stay. Blink. Breathe.”

Bubbles followed each of Harrison’s commands in succession, though he
doubted he had much to do with those last two.

“Good girl,” he said and gave his finger a twirl. “Now you may show me
your outfit.”

It was the moment Bubbles had been waiting for. The woman who’d been
teaching him how to knit had gifted him a minuscule yellow sweater that the
puppy had been dying to try on. Personally, he thought the sweater made her
look like a piece of dryer lint, but Bubbles had never been so happy. He could
almost swear she knew the difference between wearing a sock and sauntering
about in doggy couture.

She spun three times in succession before stopping with a wag of her tail.
Lifting her head, she waited for the inevitable praise—and treat.

He bestowed both with a lavish hand.

“Yes, yes. I know. You’re beautiful and charming, and you won over every
woman in that knitting circle with one friendly smile.” He sighed and tried to
discreetly tug the box of supplies closer to them. “You and Sophie have that
in common.”

The trust Bubbles had in him was so absolute that she didn’t question the
cardboard box sneaking closer to his side. He almost wanted to warn the poor
creature—I’m not to be trusted; I’'m going to betray everything—but he kept
his lips sealed.



“Now, I know it’s cruel to give a gift with strings attached, but I’'m going to
do it anyway,” he warned the puppy.

Bubbles cocked her head.

“And you’re not going to like these strings, but there’s nothing I can do
about that. Life is hard sometimes. It’s just a thing we have to get used to.”

A loud snort sounded behind them. “I see you’re imparting all your life
wisdom to your offspring now,” his dad said. He stood in the doorway to the
living room, leaning a little too casually on the frame for it to be a natural
pose. “Don’t be surprised if she chucks it all in your face. That’s what
children do.”

“Noted, Dad. Thanks.”

“What are you doing, anyway? It looks like you’re going to light a fire in
the grate.”

Harrison sighed again. “That’s because I am going to light a fire in the
grate.” For some reason, putting the action into words felt like just as much
of a betrayal as the actual task. Bubbles knew it too—her head cocked in
alarm.

His dad paused for an ominously long moment. “Sophie know what you’re
doing?”

And there it is. “Nope.”

“Don’t you think you should check with her first?”

“Nope.”

“I think you should check with her first.”

Harrison gave an involuntary chuckle. It wasn’t just the knitting circle
ladies who would have gladly laid their lives on the line for Sophie’s sake. Or
Oscar. Or, Harrison was forced to admit, himself. His dad had clearly fallen
under the same spell as the rest of them.

Not that he’d ever tell her as much out loud. He’d seen that look on her face
yesterday when those two ladies had rushed to her rescue. No woman had
ever wanted to be rescued less.



No woman had ever needed to be rescued less too.

“I know, but I want to surprise her,” Harrison said.

He’d hoped that would be the end of the conversation, but his dad pushed
off the doorframe and drew closer to examine the box’s contents. “That’s not
going to make much of a blaze,” he said.

Yes, well, that was the whole point of this exercise. A small fire. A small
step. A small gift.

It wasn’t much, but Harrison had racked his brain trying to come up with a
way to show his appreciation for everything Sophie was doing for him. Gift-
giving had never been his forte, but even he knew that the standard offerings
—money, a thank-you card, jewelry, hand-knit yellow dog sweaters—
wouldn’t suffice. Not when the thing she was giving him was so huge.

And he didn’t mean the stupid weekend off. That was more punishment
than gift: Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Three whole days of boring, quiet, empty
living without her in it. It had only been one night, and he was already feeling
the burden of it. He and Bubbles had enjoyed a long heart-to-heart last night
about the merits of square-shaped versus circular kibble. This morning, their
talk centered mostly on the crossword puzzle on the back of the cereal box.

In other words, Harrison was just as pathetic a man now as he’d been a
month ago. The only difference was he knew it now.

So he’d use his three days, dammit. He’d use them hard. Since the day he’d
walked into her kennel, Sophie had pushed him and encouraged him,
supported him and yelled at him.

But more than that, she believed in him.

No one had ever believed in him before, and he wasn’t sure how to repay
her. All he had to offer her was this one small thing, this one small success.
He’d give it to her too. He’d give it to her if he had to sit here in front of the
fireplace every day for the rest of his life, encouraging Bubbles to draw just a
little bit closer to the flames.

They might burn you, little one, but that’s the cost of being warm. That’s



the cost of being alive.

“Well, I’'ll leave you to it,” his dad said with a shake of his head. “But don’t
say I didn’t warn you. You’re fighting a losing battle.”

“Believe me, Dad, I know,” he replied. “But I’'m going to fight it anyway.”

“What do you mean, you’re not coming?” Derek Williams, a man Harrison
would normally be glad to see standing on his front porch with a giant cooler
and a fishing tackle box, frowned and set his burdens down. “It’s our annual
trip. If we don’t go before the fire season starts, we won’t have another
chance.”

“I’'m sorry.” Harrison could hear the skittering of tiny claws over the
hardwood floors and angled the door more closely shut behind him. “I wish I
could, but I have a thing.”

“A thing?” Derek lifted one of his brows and tried peering around the door.
“What kind of thing?”

“A personal thing.”

“False. You’ve never had a personal thing a day in your life. You’re the
least sociable man I’ve ever known. What are you hiding back there?”

“Nothing,” Harrison insisted—a lie that was quickly followed by a small
thump as Bubbles made it to the door. Damn. She must have gotten through
his kitchen barricade. That was the problem with rodent-size dogs: they could
worm their way through the unlikeliest places.

“It doesn’t sound like nothing.” Derek put a hand on the door and gave it a
nudge. Fortunately, Harrison was expecting it. He was also a good forty
pounds heavier than the other man, which meant his hold on the doorknob
remained fast.

Like most of his friends, Derek was part of the wildland fire crew,
composed of equal parts muscle and nerve. Also like most of his friends,
Derek was a persistent bastard. The two men had traveled through the fiery



gates of hell together so many times it was impossible to maintain anything
resembling emotional distance.

A small whimper, almost humanlike, emitted from the tiny open crack.

Derek’s eyes lit up. “Harrison, you wily bastard—that’s not nothing. That’s
a woman. You’re hiding a woman on the other side of that door.”

Aware that he could do nothing but give in, Harrison heaved a sigh.
“You’re only half-correct. She’s female, but she’s no woman.”

“What the—"?” Derek began, but he didn’t have a chance to finish. The
moment Harrison nudged the door open an extra inch, Bubbles shoved her
way through, her tongue lolling with pleasure at having vanquished all the
obstacles in her path and made it to her master.

“What the hell is that?” Derek asked, blinking down at the Bubbles.

Harrison scooped the puppy up and held her out for inspection. “This is my
service dog.”

“Why is it dressed in a Barbie sweater?”

Harrison pulled Bubbles closer to his body. He might think the puppy
looked ridiculous, but he wasn’t about to stand here and listen to Derek
denigrate her appearance—not when the yellow sweater made her happy.

“She gets cold,” he said, scratching Bubbles under her chin. “And we’ve
had some problems with alternate heating options, so we’re making do with
what we’ve got.”

“Is this some kind of joke?” Derek made a big show of looking around the
front porch. “Is your dad going to pop out with a camera and make me a
YouTube star?”

Harrison couldn’t help but smile. This was exactly what he’d been afraid of
happening, what he’d tried to warn Sophie about to no avail. If his best and
oldest friend found the idea of this little dog impossible to swallow, then
Harrison had no idea how the rest of the guys were going to take it.

Wrong. He did know. That was the problem.

“My dad feels the same way about this puppy as you,” he said. “But I’'m



stuck with her, I’'m afraid. Oscar’s orders.”

Derek opened his mouth to say more, but the crunch of tires on gravel drew
their attention. Harrison almost groaned aloud to see Sophie’s tiny green Fiat
pull up the drive. A few hours ago, nothing would have made him happier
than to see her ignoring her own orders to take the weekend off, especially
since the small fire he’d made in the grate hadn’t caused a complete and utter
reversal of Bubbles’s training.

A few hours ago, however, he hadn’t been staring at Derek’s sorry mug.
Introducing him to Bubbles was one thing. Introducing him to Sophie was an
entirely different beast.

“Well, well. You’re quite the social butterfly these days, aren’t you?”
Derek asked, his lips lifted in a mocking smile. Then Sophie swung her bare
legs out of the car, and that smile turned downright evil. “And don’t try
telling me this one isn’t a woman. I can see that for myself.”

Harrison could see it too. Sophie made it impossible to do otherwise, what
with the short, tennis-style dress she’d opted to wear today. It rivaled the one
she’d worn the day he met her and seemed all the more ominous because of
it. He didn’t know what he’d done in a past life to deserve a dog trainer who
looked as tempting as this one, but it must have been something terrible.

Or, he thought, taking in the sight of her unloading a box of supplies from
her car, her legs leading up to the gently swishing skirt that skimmed over the
rounded curve of her ass, something wonderful.

“Be nice,” he growled to Derek. Then, seeing that his friend’s eyes were
riveted on the increasingly exposed expanse of skin near the tops of Sophie’s
thighs, he added, “But not too nice.”

“Good morning!” Sophie called cheerfully as she made her way up the
stairs. She didn’t even blink when she saw Derek standing there, nor did she
explain what she was doing at Harrison’s house a mere twelve hours after
giving him the weekend off. She shifted her box to one hip and extended a
hand in Derek’s direction. “I’m Sophie, the dog trainer.”



“I’'m Derek, the best friend,” he replied easily. He also made a motion to
grab the box. “Let me take that for you. It looks heavy.”

“It’s not,” she said, but she handed it over anyway, sealing Harrison’s fate
in the process. Now Derek had an excuse to linger—and linger he would. He
too was more like a friendly goiter than anything else.

Before she could get far, however, Sophie noticed the cooler and fishing
gear. Her eyes widened, and she sent an alarmed look Harrison’s way. “Uh-
oh. I didn’t realize. Are you going somewhere for the weekend?”

“Of course not,” he said, just as Derek perked up.

“Hell yeah he is. He’s supposed to be going on a fishing trip. We head over
to Farragut State Park around this time every year.”

“You do?” Sophie’s alarmed look didn’t lessen. “Why didn’t you say
something?”

Harrison hunched a shoulder. “To be honest, I forgot about it until Derek
showed up. But it’s fine. They can go without me. Bubbles is more important
right now.”

“Bubbles?” Derek guffawed. He looked like he wanted to say more, but
Harrison turned on him with a fierce glare.

“Bubbles,” he echoed, daring his friend to argue.

Derek didn’t argue—at least, not about the name. Turning to Sophie, he put
on his most wheedling smile and said, “There’s no reason why the dog can’t
go too, is there?”

“Well, no,” she said, blinking at the sheer force of that smile. “Not really.”

“Except for the fact that she’s supposed to be in training. And that we need
you to help with it.” Harrison wasn’t sure why the idea of going camping
with Bubbles had him reacting so strongly, but that wasn’t anything new.
Toss him out of his comfort zone, and this was what happened. The calm
acceptance on both Derek’s and Sophie’s faces proved it. They would have
been more surprised had he not growled a protest. “Besides, what about the c-
a-m-p-f-i-r-e?”



“First of all, Bubbles is a dog, so you don’t need to spell it out,” Sophie
said with a giggle. “Second, it might be good for her. The candles obviously
haven’t been enough. We need to step up her exposure if we’re going to beat
this thing.”

Harrison didn’t mention the small success he’d had in the grate that
morning. It would kill him to get her hopes up only to dash them back down
again. “But what about our regular training?”

She shrugged. “We can continue it there. A service dog isn’t supposed to
change your lifestyle, Harrison; she’s supposed to fit into it. If camping is
something you do every year, then you should absolutely keep doing it.
Bubbles will adjust. She might even like it.”

Harrison barely heard any of what Sophie said beyond that ominous we can
continue it there. We implied more than one of them. We included herself.

“All right!” Derek cried. “It’s a plan. You’ll like it out there, Sophie. Some
of the wives and girlfriends come, so it’s not like you’ll be the only one.”

He caught the swift look of embarrassment that colored Sophie’s face and
amended his words. “Not that you’re a girlfriend, of course, but you know
what I mean. You’ll have company out there. More than this sorry bastard,
anyway.”

This sorry bastard didn’t much care for the plan either way. He wasn’t
ready to share Bubbles with the world. He wasn’t ready to share Sophie.

“We can’t ask Sophie to change her plans at the drop of a hat,” he said.
“I’m sure she has other appointments, other places to be. We weren’t even
supposed to work this weekend.”

“I’m in.” Sophie’s response was so quick it made Harrison’s head spin.

“But—"

“Are you leaving today?” She directed the question at Derek, bypassing
Harrison entirely. “I’ll need about an hour to pack and make arrangements,
but I don’t foresee any problems. In fact, it’s fortuitous timing. My mom
came for an unannounced visit this morning. A prolonged unannounced visit.



You’d be doing me a favor by letting me come along.”

Derek, who Harrison knew visited his mother almost every day for no other
reason than his pure delight in her company, shuddered. “Oh, shit. It doesn’t
get much worse than that. Is she a gorgon?”

“No.” Sophie sighed. “She’s the nicest woman in the world.”

Derek laughed. “I wouldn’t want to subject anyone to such horrors. By all
means, let’s get you packed up and out of the way.”

“Yes, please.”

As if suddenly realizing that her plans hinged on Harrison’s acceptance, she
turned to him and smiled prettily. It was the same look Bubbles had given
him when he’d wrangled her into the goddamn sweater. “That is, if you don’t
mind my coming along,” she added. “My reasons for wanting to go are
selfish, I won’t lie, but I do think it’ll be good for you—and for the puppy.
Give her a taste of what it’s really like out there.”

Harrison glanced doubtfully at said puppy and then back at Sophie. Both of
them stared at him expectantly, like all their hopes and dreams hung on his
willingness to play along. He couldn’t decide if it made him want to laugh or
howl. It wasn’t as if he had any say in the matter.

“Fine. We can all go on the stupid camping trip. But,” he added before the
bright light in Sophie’s eyes toppled him over, “you have to help me figure
out what to pack for this creature. I have no idea what a skittish, traumatized
service puppy is going to need for a three-day stay in the wilderness. There
are cougars out there, you know. And coyotes.”

Sophie nodded solemnly, but it was impossible to miss the gleam in her
eyes or the way her suppressed excitement made her whole body come alight.
This was not a woman who got out much, that was for sure. No one should be
this excited at the prospect of a weekend in a tent with the wildfire crew. He
sure as hell wasn’t.

Well. Maybe he was a little now.

“It’s a deal.” She extended her hand and held it there. If it wasn’t for Derek



standing there, watching the interaction with unholy glee lighting his face,
Harrison might have been able to avoid taking her hand. As it was, he was
forced to slip his palm against hers, once again feeling that sharp
juxtaposition of his own rough skin and her soft, supple touch. “You and
Bubbles won’t regret this.”

Which showed just how little this woman knew. He was regretting it
already.



Chapter 13

“She’s okay like this, isn’t she?” Harrison asked with a worried look at his
lap, where Bubbles stood at full attention, her tongue lolling and her ears
perked. “She doesn’t need to be in a...car seat or anything?”

Sophie barely managed to tamp down an unseemly giggle. For such a self-
sufficient man, Harrison sure lacked confidence when it came to his puppy.
“Do you feel comfortable with her on your lap?”

He cast a doubtful glance at the animal. “I don’t have any choice in the
matter. She refuses to sit anywhere else.”

Sophie could have pointed out that, as a two-hundred-pound human being
with opposable thumbs and a stare that could bring down a forest, he had the
power to make Bubbles do anything he wanted—up to and including riding
in a crate on the floor.

But Sophie didn’t. She liked that he was so much at the puppy’s mercy. It
was sweet. It also made her feel as though she too might have a shot at
worming her way into his heart.

“Then I guess that’s where she sits,” she said cheerfully. “If it makes you
nervous, though, they do make doggy seat-belt harnesses that work just like
ones for humans. I bet if you put one of those in, she’d wear it with pride.”

Harrison’s only response was a grunt, but Sophie didn’t let it bother her.
Why would she? Grunting was one of his primary methods of
communication. He could lose the capability of speech altogether, and she’d
still be thrilled to sit next to him as his truck rumbled in the opposite direction



of home.

This was what freedom felt like. Sweet, rebellious freedom—the kind that
most people enjoyed in their teens, sure, but she wasn’t in a position to cavil
the opportunity. She might be a decade too old for this kind of behavior, but
that didn’t mean she regretted it. In fact, she was enjoying herself. Derek had
driven off in his own car while she made arrangements with her family,
leaving her to Harrison’s sole care. She’d left behind a worried mother, an
oddly supportive Lila, and a winking Dawn—all of whom she loved to pieces
and didn’t want to look at for another minute.

“No offense, Mom,” she’d said, “but I’'m sick to death of you acting like I
need to be taken care of all the time. Lila could decide to move to an off-grid
remote island, and all you’d do is remind her to take sunscreen. Dawn once
dated that cult leader, and you invited him to Christmas the next year. But not
me. | sneeze one time, and all of a sudden it’s like someone ordered my
headstone.”

“For the last time, he was not a cult leader—” Dawn protested, but Sophie
had cut her off.

“I’'m a fully functioning adult human being whose bill of health has been
clear for years,” she’d stated, simply and with a stern look that would have
made Harrison quake. “Unless you’d like to hold me hostage in the basement,
you have no choice but to bid me a cheerful farewell.”

And it had worked.

Well, mostly. Her mom hadn’t been cheerful about her goodbye, but that
went without saying.

“We’re going to have so much fun this weekend, aren’t we, Bubbles?” she
asked the puppy now, her enthusiasm overflowing to the animal seated next
to her. “All those tents and fishing poles and marshmallows...”

Harrison grunted again. “Can you name one other thing associated with
camping?”

“Um.” She scanned her vast childhood reading list for any and all mentions



of the great outdoors. Most of what she’d read involved children hiding in
train boxcars and rafts barreling down the Mississippi, so there wasn’t much
to go on. “Cans of beans?”

This time, his grunt was closer to a laugh. “You weren’t kidding when you
said you don’t get out much, were you?”

“Alas, no.” She heaved a mock sigh. “My life has been much smaller than
you realize. Although, to be fair, I did go to Disneyland once with my parents
and sisters.”

She didn’t add that it had been part of the Make-A-Wish program, and that
the trip had been overshadowed by the deep but unspoken fear that it might
be Sophie’s only chance to see the Magic Kingdom. There was something
altogether depressing about riding through the Haunted Mansion when you
had more in common with the ghosts than the passengers.

“You’ve got one over me, then,” Harrison said. “I’ve never been to a theme
park of any kind. My dad wasn’t big on family vacations.”

“But you camped?” she asked, a determined note of optimism in her voice.
“Together, I mean? You had no pets and you had no trips to Disney, but you
did that much, right?”

He cast her a sideways glance. “Yes, we camped. It’s one of the only things
I can remember doing with my dad. One of the only good things at least.”

That was one of the saddest things Sophie had ever heard, but she knew
Harrison well enough to realize that showing him pity would only shut him
down. “Well, now you have a pet—kind of—so that’s something. I know you
think I’m being silly, insisting on this trip when Bubbles is still so new, but if
you spend half your life outside, she needs to get used to it. The tents, the
people, the atmosphere—all of it. And the timing is perfect. We can introduce
the pouch.”

The truck lurched as Harrison touched the brakes. “What did you just say?”

“We can introduce the pouch.” She reached into the bag at her feet.
Fortunately, Derek had said there were more than enough camping supplies



to go around, so she hadn’t had to pack much more than her clothes,
toiletries, and her newest stage of the Harrison-Bubbles training routine. “I
know you’ve been worried about how you’re going to carry her around on the
job, but I wasn’t kidding when I said her size is more of an asset than a
drawback. I have a plan.”

“You have a plan?” he echoed.

“Of course. And it should be easy once you get used to wearing it. I found
it online. I think you’re going to like it. It’s not bad, as far as pouches go.”

The truck lurched even more, this time grinding to a halt on the side of the
highway. Sophie barely had time to lift a hand and brace herself on the glove
box, but Harrison was on top of things, his arm shooting out to prevent
Bubbles from cascading to the floor.

He didn’t even realize he was doing it either. Like a mom protecting her
kids from an oncoming accident, he was all instinct. And his instinct was to
keep that sweet little dog safe at all costs.

Sophie’s heart swelled in her chest. It was impossible to feel anything but
admiration for someone so un-self-consciously, heroically good. Protecting
Bubbles came as naturally to him as breathing. She felt, down to the tingle in
her toes, that those protective urges extended to all the living creatures lucky
enough to cross his path.

Of course, getting him to admit that...

“Say that word one more time,” he said.

“What?” she asked. “Pouch?”

She wasn’t able to stifle her giggle in time. Yes, Harrison’s thunderous look
was dark, but he’d scooped up Bubbles and was holding her against his chest.
It was impossible to be scared of a man clutching a Pomeranian puppy like a
shield.

Poor Harrison. Bubbles was a great dog, but she wasn’t a miracle worker.
Even she couldn’t save him from himself.

“If you think for one minute I’'m going to wear this dog like a kangaroo



bouncing through the outback—" he began.

“You’ll do what? Turn this truck around?”

“For starters, yes. And don’t think that sweet, innocent smile is going to
save you. I’ve had just about enough of you two wriggling and squirming and
licking me until I can’t think straight.”

Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Is there something you need to tell me about
what you and Bubbles get up to after hours?”

“That is not what I meant, and you know it.”

“I mean, I don’t like to judge, but there are better ways to work out some of
those downstairs feelings. If you want, I could show you—"

He turned to her, his eyes sparking with the laugh she knew so well.
“Sophie Vasquez, I swear on my life, if you finish that sentence, I’'m getting
out of this truck and throwing my keys in a ditch.”

“Go ahead. I’ve got nowhere to be and no one to answer to for seventy-two
blissful hours. Nothing you do can bring me down.”

“You’re a strange woman, you know that?”

She nodded happily. Being called strange might not sound like a
compliment to most women, but most women weren’t being called strange by
a man like this one. The way the words formed on his lips made it sound like
both a curse and a term of endearment. In fact, she doubted whether he knew
which it was. That was what made it so delicious.

He was just being himself—Harrison Parks. Raw and honest, volatile and
real.

“The pouch is a lot less ridiculous than it sounds, I promise.” She gave his
arm a squeeze, holding the pressure until his gaze melted into hers. “And you
won’t be the only person using one. There are quite a few first responders
who carry diabetic service dogs this way. It keeps the dogs close enough to
be effective, but out of the way of any potential danger.”

Harrison didn’t look as though he was fully convinced, but he glanced
down at Bubbles, who watched him intently, awaiting further cues. Seeing



the love for that animal shining so clearly in his eyes, Sophie released his
arm. That love was half the battle right there.

“Besides, that’s what Bubbles wants most when she’s scared, remember? I
finally figured it out. Hiding under a ruffled bed, nestling against your chest
—that’s her pattern, that’s what she’s been telling us she needs. Won’t you
feel better out there knowing you’re carrying her close?”

He didn’t answer right away. At first, she was afraid her sentimentality had
pushed him too far, but all Harrison did was sigh and scrub his free hand over
his mouth.

“If you say so,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “But you’d better
let me see this stupid pouch so I can try it out. If we’re going to unveil it in
front of my friends, the least we can do is get some practice in first.”

“I can’t believe you’re making me do this.” Harrison swung himself down
from the truck, his movements restricted by the squirming ball of fur affixed
to his chest with what could best be described as a baby blanket made of
canvas.

At least, that’s what it looked like to him. Sophie had assured him, in her
typically beguiling way, that it was nothing less than a specialized fire-
retardant material to protect Bubbles from the elements. It twisted over one
shoulder and wrapped around his upper torso, allowing him full freedom of
movement in his arms and legs.

Or so she kept telling him. She had obviously never tried to walk around
with a Pomeranian strapped to her chest.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Sophie said as she hopped down from the truck.
With the exception of helping him figure out the logistics of the pouch and
checking to make sure Bubbles was comfortable, she’d taken no more notice
of the puppy. He wasn’t sure how she did it, but she had a way of making the
most ludicrous plans seem perfectly rational.



Harrison, I’'m going to make you run like a pack mule until your blood
sugar drops. And if you stop, I’ll make you kiss me instead.

Harrison, you’re going to wear a baby sling with a puppy in it—and you’re
going to do it with a smile.

Harrison, you’re taking me camping for a whole weekend, where the only
escape from my soft skin and bewitching smile is jumping off the nearest cliff.

Except now, even the nearest cliff was off the table—unless he wanted to
plunge Bubbles into a watery grave with him. Which, as Sophie was fully
aware, he’d never do. Not when he was coming to value the little creature
more than his own skin, and she damn well knew it.

He never should have put the damn sock on the puppy. It was the sock that
had given him away.

“It’s a lot greener than I expected, but that’s probably because of the time
of year, isn’t it?” She didn’t wait for an answer, opting instead to reach into
the truck to hoist the one small bag she’d brought with her.

That was another thing—how she intended to survive the weekend out here
with a single knapsack was beyond him. The bag he’d stuffed with sweaters
for Bubbles was bigger than that. Either she was the greatest outdoorswoman
the world had ever seen, or she had no idea what she’d gotten herself into.

Call him pessimistic, but he guessed it was the latter.

“Do you need any help carrying things? It might feel strange at first, trying
to go through your regular motions with Bubbles in the way, but you’ll be
surprised how fast you get used to it. Women have been carrying babies like
that for all of human existence, and they’ve made it work just fine.” She
paused long enough to take a breath and look around before adding, “Where
are your friends, by the way? I see cars, but there aren’t any people.”

“We don’t camp in this spot. We hike in. Three miles in, actually.”

If he expected that piece of news to slow down the indomitable Sophie
Vasquez, he was bound for disappointment. At the thought of an hour-long
walk through rugged terrain with only him for company, her face lit with a



beaming smile. “Do we? How fun. We’ll be so remote, even cell phone
reception won’t be able to reach us. My mother may never recover.”

The power of her smile nearly made him stagger. He’d never met a woman
so full of joy for no reason other than because she felt like it. He’d grunted
like a caveman, resisted every opportunity to grow, and kissed her like
someone who hadn’t touched a woman in years, and she’d responded to each
with unadulterated pleasure.

He had no idea what to do with so much happiness within his reach.

Actually, he did have a few ideas. That was the whole problem. More than
anything else, he wanted that same happiness for himself. Unfortunately, he
couldn’t see any way of getting it that wouldn’t involve stealing it out of
Sophie’s grasp.

“Yeah, well. Don’t get too excited. Where cell phone reception can’t reach,
neither can indoor plumbing.”

Her nose wrinkled at that, but it didn’t stop her. “You’re just trying to scare
me.”

“Is it working?”

“No. I’ve suffered worse discomforts in my life than peeing in the woods.”

He laughed and handed her a pack containing most of his food and medical
supplies. It wasn’t as heavy as the one with the rest of his camping gear, but
she still staggered under the weight. He would have gladly carried it himself
—that and everything else he’d brought for the weekend—but he knew her
well enough by now to realize that his chivalrous urges wouldn’t impress her.
In fact, she’d buck against them with everything she had.

He had no idea what was wrong with Sophie’s family, but they obviously
had blinders on when it came to her capabilities. He’d yet to find one
goddamn thing this woman couldn’t do, and the way she set her face and
hoisted the thirty-pound pack onto her back confirmed it. Especially when
she turned to him with her beaming smile and said, “I’'m ready when you
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dare.



It took Harrison a few minutes to get everything bundled on his own
person. Every movement of his arms seemed like it would send Bubbles
tumbling out of the sling, so he took things slow.

Up and down. Left and right. Twist and turn.

Huh. It seemed to be working. Not once did Bubbles protest or give any
indication that she was uncomfortable. In fact, she seemed to be loving it. All
it took was one glance at her head, held high as she took in the sights from
her exalted perch, and Harrison knew. He could strap that damn dog to the
top of the Empire State Building, and she’d eat it up.

Since he knew Sophie would be able to tell if he slowed his pace for her
benefit, he finished strapping on his pack and headed toward the trailhead
with his usual long stride. He also asked the question that had lingered on the
tip of his tongue for the past ten minutes.

“What discomforts?”

“Huh?” Sophie’s voice came from right behind him, her presence so
palpable the air between them seemed to crackle with electricity. “What are
you talking about?”

“You said you’ve suffered worse discomforts in your life than peeing in the
woods.” He did his best to ignore that thing, that sensation that pulsed in all
the places their bodies didn’t touch. From the way his voice almost broke at
the end, however, he wasn’t sure he managed it. “I’m wondering what those
could possibly be. I mean, I’ve met your sisters. I doubt they duct-taped you
to walls and made you eat bugs when you were a kid.”

“Ew. Of course they didn’t. Who eats bugs on purpose?”

He had to laugh. “You will, by the time this weekend is over. I should have
warned you that we hold an annual cooking contest for our first meal—but
the trick is, you can only use food that you find or catch. Most of us try for
fish or small game, but it usually dwindles down to twigs and bugs by the
time the deadline’s near.”

“Really?” Once again, Sophie defied all reason and logic by squealing in



excitement. He even caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye
that he could have sworn was a victory leap. “That sounds so cool. Does
anyone oversee the process to determine what’s safe to eat?”

“Nope. The risk is half the fun.”

“Camping is weird,” she said happily.

“So are my friends.” Harrison hesitated, unsure whether he should forge
ahead. The logical part of his brain issued a warning to back off, to avoid the
personal disclosures that would inevitably bring them closer together.

But he couldn’t help it. His urge to get to know this woman, to talk about
her feelings, was even stronger than the urge explore every inch of her body.

“So if it wasn’t torture at the hands of your siblings, what was it?” he
asked. “Corporate icebreakers? Blow-up furniture? A clown living in your
sewer?”

“Um.”

“I can keep listing uncomfortable things.” He paused. “Oh! I know. It’s
those little wooden spoons that come with the cups of ice cream. You know,
the ones that feel like tongue depressors? God, I hate those things. There’s
something unnatural about putting a stick of wood in your mouth.”

She laughed, the sound tinkling like bells through the wilderness. “You
have bizarre dislikes.”

“You only say that because you’ve never tried sitting on an inflatable
couch.”

He thought that would be the end of it, and they’d keep marching along the
trail to the tune of their playful banter, but Sophie’s feet crunched to a halt.
He stopped, more out of instinct than anything else, and looked back at her.

His breath caught. She looked so much like she had the day they met, when
he’d come to the kennel to find a wary, worried young woman who’d been
told, in no uncertain terms, that she was about to face a monster.

He’d thought she’d seen past that—realized Harrison was coming to
cherish her happiness more than his own—but now he wasn’t so sure.



“What is it?” he asked, his throat tight with suppressed frustration. It’s
happening again. It’s happening with her. “What did I say? Sophie, please—
you know I’m not good with words.”

She didn’t flinch at the emotion in his voice. Instead, she tilted her head and
examined him in her usual inquisitive manner. “Didn’t you ever wonder how
I know Oscar?” she asked. “Or why I agreed to help him out with your case?”

The question took him by surprise—mostly because he didn’t know, and it
had never occurred to him to ask. He’d been so wrapped up in his own affairs
that he hadn’t wondered what Oscar had done to coerce this kindhearted
woman into doing his bidding.

“No, but I'm wondering now. Was your...? Did you...?” He paused and
forced a deep breath. Before Oscar worked the desk at the Department of
Natural Resources, he’d been a more-than-adequate firefighter of his own. He
always joked that he planned to stay behind that desk until Harrison finally
decided he was too old to dig ditches and take his place. The number of lives
he’d saved in the line of duty probably numbered in the thousands. “Did he
save you from a fire?”

“Not a fire, no.” Sophie’s voice became remote, a part of her drawn inward.
“But he did save me.”

Harrison waited, aware that she was struggling with something he couldn’t
fathom. The location was perfect for it, the winding dirt path silent save for
the rustling of the breeze through the trees and the occasional call of a
friendly bird. Sophie was perfect too, her features taking on a firm resolve
that transformed her from a pretty woman to a beautiful one.

Nothing was more heart-stoppingly stunning than Sophie Vasquez in a state
of determination. It was what made her so good at breaking him down. When
that determination zeroed in on him, he didn’t stand a chance.

“He donated his bone marrow to me,” she eventually said, for once without
her usual smile. “I, um...well...I had leukemia for a really long time. For
most of my adolescence, in fact.”



“Wait. You’re the miracle girl?”

She winced.

“I’m sorry—that’s what he used to call her. The girl. You, I mean. That
must have been...” He covered his flustered response by doing some rapid
calculations in his head. He’d been working with Oscar a few years by that
time, no longer a volunteer or summer contract worker, but part of the year-
round team. He’d been a bit of a cocky shit too, but most of the people who
joined the crew were. Plunging into blazing infernos required a certain level
of brazenness. “What—ten, twelve years ago?”

“Eleven, give or take a few months.” She shifted from one foot to another,
still looking unaccountably distressed about the whole thing. “It’s why my
family is so overprotective of me. I was sick for so long they got into the
habit of taking care of me and never learned how to stop.”

He wasn’t sure why she looked so uncomfortable—of the two of them, he
was obviously the biggest ass. Here he was, joking about the deprivations in
store for her on a fully funded state parkland when she’d gone through so
much worse. Hell, even his two diabetic comas seemed paltry in comparison.

Foot, meet mouth. Harrison Parks, meet speaking before you think. It was a
tale as old as time.

“Shit, Sophie,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

She transformed almost before his eyes. How a woman as small as she was
could suddenly seem larger-than-life was beyond him, but that was what she
did. Her eyes flashed a dangerous warning and she vibrated with some
unknown energy.

“Don’t you dare say that to me,” she warned, that energy sparking out her
eyes. “Not ever again, not if you want to keep standing.”

He didn’t laugh. The idea of this five-foot-two pixie forcing him to the
ground was ludicrous in the extreme, but he didn’t doubt that she could do it.
She’d already flattened him so many times—and in so many different ways.

“I’m sorr—" he began before her grunt of exasperation stopped him short.



“Don’t pity me,” she said. “I only told you because I wanted you to
understand. Why I’m here, why I’'m determined to see this thing through no
matter what.”

Pity had been the last thing on his mind, but her meaning hit him like a
punch to the gut, preventing him from defending himself the way he wanted
to.

“You’re here because Oscar asked you to be,” he said, his voice flat.

“Yes.”

“Because you’d do anything for him.”

“Yes.”

“Because he saved your life.”

“Yes.”

He didn’t say the next one out loud. He didn’t need to. Because the only
reason anyone would be willing to dedicate that much time and energy to
someone like me is to pay off a debt.

All the pieces suddenly clicked into place—why Sophie pushed so hard,
why she was willing to give so much of herself to him, why she was so
determinedly, irrationally cheerful about it all.

It wasn’t for his benefit. It was for Oscar’s.

And the worst part was he couldn’t even be upset about it. Since the
moment Sophie had walked into his life, he’d known he didn’t deserve her.
He wasn’t warm. He wasn’t welcoming. He wasn’t even all that amusing.

In truth, he was just a job. A fun job, maybe, and an occasionally
pleasurable one, but still just a job.

Finally—finally—things were starting to make sense.

“Okay,” he said.

She looked at him through narrowed eyes. “What do you mean, okay?”

“I mean, okay. Thank you for the piece of backstory. It explains a lot about
this situation. But we should probably keep going if we want to get to the
campground sometime today.”



Her gaze didn’t grow any less suspicious. “That’s all you have to say? That
you want to keep walking?”

Yes, if only because he didn’t trust what would come out of his mouth if he
opened it again. With a tight nod, he turned and continued down the path.

Their sunny walk through the wilderness suddenly felt like a death march.
Nothing lasted forever. Nothing stayed the same. Harrison had known it for
almost as long as he’d known his own name. Even his Aunt Caroline had left
by the time he’d turned twelve.

Now, history was repeating itself with a vengeance. Sophie was only on
loan to him for as long as it took to complete the puppy training, and then she
too would walk away without a backward glance. It should have made him
happy to be back on this oh-so-familiar ground, to see the end before it
blindsided him, but it didn’t.

Just once, it would have been nice to see what happened if someone stayed.

Just once, it would have been nice to know he was worth sticking around
for.



Chapter 14

“Fish are, of course, the best way to win the contest, but you have to actually
be able to catch them. Can you catch them?”

“Me?” Sophie glanced around, even though it had only been her and a
fearfully capable woman named Jessica standing at the river’s edge for the
past few minutes. “Um. I don’t know. Is it hard to do?”

Jessica grinned. She’d been doing a lot of that since she was paired with
Sophie for the infamous cooking challenge. Sophie wasn’t sure she cared for
it—her outdoor capabilities weren’t that bad—but at least the other woman
didn’t seem to hold her lack of skills against her. “It can be. Did you happen
to bring your own rod and tackle?”

Sophie sighed. “I’m assuming that’s not a fun euphemism for a date, is it?”

Jessica shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. And even if you didn’t bring
that kind of rod and tackle, there are plenty of extras to go around. I don’t
know if you’ve noticed, but this is something of a boy’s trip.”

Oh, she’d noticed all right. Derek hadn’t been lying when he’d said that a
few of the men brought their significant others on this trip, but the ratio
skewed decidedly male. And not just the ordinary kind of male—these guys
were intensely masculine, flannel-clad outdoorsmen.

She didn’t mean that in a bad way. Harrison was an attractive man, there
was no doubt about that, but the amount of scratchy-bearded overgrowth and
well-sculpted swagger out here was nothing short of miraculous.

Dawn would have loved it.



Unfortunately, Sophie was less prepared. She could appreciate Harrison
hoisting firewood with the best of them, but as for the rest... Well. She was
both unequipped in terms of outdoor gear and severely underdressed for
adventure. Jessica had been introduced to her as one of the summer volunteer
firefighters, a fact that was not only evident in the ease with which she
pitched tents and carried a backpack the size of a large child, but also in her
clothes. The curly-haired redhead could have been a walking advertisement
for an outdoor catalog. Cargo pants that were mostly pockets, a vest that
she’d been informed doubled as a floatation device, and a pair of rugged
hiking boots were just the start of what she had to offer.

Sophie, by comparison, wore a pair of worn jeans and one of her dad’s old
dress shirts tied in a knot at the waist. Her Converse shoes, which had seemed
like a good idea at the time, were already muddy up to the ankles and making
her feet ache.

“Sorry,” she said, looking down at those shoes with an apology. “What you
see is pretty much what you get. This isn’t my usual scene.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Jessica said. “It’s not mine either.”

Sophie swept a doubtful look over her new friend, what with her dangling
compass and water pouch strapped to her waist. “What is your usual scene?”
she asked. “Foraging on Mars?”

Jessica shook her head, her curls bouncing playfully. “I’m a kindergarten
teacher. You can usually find me knee deep in finger paint and parent-teacher
conferences.”

“Really?” In Sophie’s experience, kindergarten teachers were much more
likely to wear chunky sweaters and velvet jumpers. “Then what are you doing
out here?”

“There are quite a few teachers on the volunteer crew, actually.” Jessica
started rummaging around her pockets until she extracted a spool of clear
fishing line. She handed it to Sophie, who could only hold it awkwardly and
wonder what else Jessica was hiding in those pants. “We have summers off,



which makes it easy for us to drop everything and come running when there’s
a forest fire.”

“Oh,” Sophie said. Her response felt inadequate, but then, so did she. It
wasn’t a new sensation for her, since the majority of her life had been spent
trying to catch up to the rest of the world, but she still resented it.

She’d done her time, paid her dues. What would it take for her to finally
feel like a competent member of the human race?

“Don’t worry so much.” Jessica bumped Sophie with her hip. “I was just as
out of place as you once upon a time. You get used to it. I never would have
discovered this stuff on my own, but my ex-boyfriend roped me into
volunteering one year, and I’ve never looked back.”

“Your ex-boyfriend?” Sophie thought of the friendly greeting between
Jessica and Harrison and had to ask. “Was it...?”

“Harrison?” Jessica fell into a hearty burst of laughter. “No way. He’s
scary.”

A flush that was equal parts relief and indignation rose to the surface of
Sophie’s skin. “He’s not bad—not really. All those grizzled, gruff bits are
mostly for show.”

Jessica just blinked at her.

“It’s true,” Sophie insisted. “He’s really very sweet.”

“Sweet? Are we sure we’re talking about the same man?”

Sophie’s hand clenched so firmly around the spool of fishing line, it started
cutting into her palm. Okay, so he took a little while to warm up, but he was a
sight better than most of the people she knew. At least he was up-front about
who he was, honest about what he had to offer. Even his response to her
health history was on par with what she expected of him. Grunting silence
and a steady emotional retreat were his favorite states of being.

She didn’t get a chance to voice her indignation, however, because Jessica
stopped her with a strange look.

“Didn’t you notice how no one said anything about the fact that there’s a



puppy strapped to Harrison’s chest like a baby?”

“Well, yes.” Sophie shifted from one foot to the other, unsure if she cared
for the intensity of Jessica’s gaze. “But it’s not as if he has any other choice.
He has to get her used to it—the puppy, that is. Bubbles will be heading out
with him during the fire season for hours at a time, so they both have to be
comfortable with the pouch. It’s good practice.”

“So...it was your idea?”

“Yeah. I read a few case studies. It’s the best way for someone as active as
Harrison.” And a puppy as skittish as Bubbles, but she didn’t say that part out
loud.

“You just handed him a baby sling, and he put it on?”

“I mean, he wasn’t excited about it, but I hardly expected him to be.”
Sophie smiled, remembering his expression. “He came around in the end. I
knew he would. He’ll do anything for that puppy.”

Jessica release a long, low whistle and shook her head. “You’re a stronger
woman than I, that’s for sure. I doubt I’d have made it through Harrison’s
training if my ex hadn’t been so determined that we do this together. I cried
three times the first day.”

“He made you cry?” Sophie asked, incredulous. This woman looked like
she drank tears for breakfast.

“He makes everyone cry.” Jessica heaved a sigh. “Well, he didn’t make my
ex cry, but I learned that was only because the jerk doesn’t have a heart. We
broke up not too much later, but Harrison fought to make sure I got the
wildfire crew in the split, so it wasn’t all bad. He saved me in a way.
Volunteering was one of the only things that got me through that mess.
You’ll like it—you pick stuff up much quicker than you realize.”

Sophie raised her hands and took a step back. “Oh, I’m not part of the team.
I’m just here to—"

She bumped into a warm male body. Two hands dropped to her waist to
steady her, lingering long enough for her heart to leap in her chest. She



turned, trying to temper her reaction to one that was more appropriate to the
time and place, but there was no need. It wasn’t Harrison coming to see how
she was faring; it was Derek.

Like Jessica, Harrison, and pretty much everyone besides Sophie, he looked
fearfully capable of handling any and all feats of outdoor athleticism. His
shorn head and fatigue-style camouflage spoke to a military past, but his wide
smile made him highly approachable.

“I came to see how you were holding up,” he said. “She’s terrifying, right?”

“Oh, no, Jessica’s been lovely—” Sophie began, but Derek laughed and
turned his attention to the other woman.

“I haven’t asked her yet how she managed to get Harrison to wear a puppy,
but I like to think it involved blackmail or witchcraft. Possibly both.”

“Witchcraft is my guess,” Jessica said with a warm, crooked smile that
robbed her words of any cruelty. “Sophie doesn’t seem like the blackmail
type, but I could totally see her chanting curses over a lock of Harrison’s
hair.”

“I’m really not...” she tried again, but there was no point. These two had
obviously already made their own highly inaccurate assessment of her
relationship with Harrison. If Sophie could get him to bend with a few
muttered hexes, she’d have done so long before now.

“Oh, she’s done a lot more than curse him,” Derek said. “I was inside
Harrison’s house this morning. He baby proofed it, Jessica. There was a gate
in one doorway and those plastic doohickeys in all the electrical outlets.”

It wasn’t that strange. “Puppies are naturally inquisitive creatures,” Sophie
protested. “Even the well-trained ones. And to be fair, I thought the toilet
locks might end up being the deal breaker. Even his dad was a tough sell.”

Both Jessica and Derek turned to stare at her.

“You’ve tackled Wallace too?” Derek asked. “Damn, honey. I
underestimated you—you’re nothing short of a sorceress.”

“I have high hopes of winning the cooking contest now,” Jessica said. Was



it Sophie’s imagination, or was that woman looking at her with something
akin to awe? “What’s the game plan, oh wise one? Do we attempt to fish this
part of the river, or would you rather set traps in hopes of getting something
with a little red meat on its bones?”

“Um.”

“Red meat,” Derek said with a nod. “It’s the only way to take home the
prize. That or something with wings.”

“Don’t you have a partner of your own?” Jessica angled her body in a
possessive stance in front of Sophie. “I already called dibs on Sophie.
Besides, I thought you and Harrison always teamed up.”

“We do, but he’s in a mood to sour Mother Mary’s breast milk.” He rubbed
his hands together, a wide smile lighting his face. “I’d much rather help you
ladies. Shall we do one of each? By air, by land, and by sea?”

“I want sea,” Jessica said, finding nothing strange in this plan.

“Then I call land,” Derek decided. “I saw a family of ground squirrels over
by the camp that looked mighty lazy. I can probably catch one with my bare
hands.”

Their expectant gazes turned Sophie’s way once more. Their misplaced
confidence in her was touching, but she had never purposefully killed
anything that didn’t belong to the arachnid family—and even then, she
always felt a twinge of conscience. “Um, I’ll take air?”

Jessica started clapping, while Derek slapped a meaty palm on her back.
“That’s our girl. Between the three of us, I’'m sure we’ll end up with
something. Right, sorceress?”

Sophie looked down at the spool of fishing line in her hand and sighed. She
could no more trap a bird than she could trap a man, but short of turning tail
and asking Harrison to take her home to her mother, she didn’t see what
choice she had.

“Why not? I’m sure I’ll bring down a hawk in no time.”

Derek laughed at the doubt in her voice. “Don’t worry so much, Sophie.



From the way Harrison was glowering at everyone who so much as looked at
either you or his puppy the wrong way, you’ve already brought down much
worse than that.”

“It’s called a bolas.” Derek lifted his arm overhead and started whipping the
long rope in an arc. As the rope was weighted on both ends with a rock the
size of Bubbles, Sophie felt it was prudent to duck out of the way.

Way out of the way. Behind the nearest tree, in fact.

“Hey, where are you going?” Derek called. “I’m just getting to the good
part.”

“I can see everything better from over here,” Sophie called back. Then,
because he’d spent quite a bit of time handcrafting his weapon and it seemed
rude to go into hiding, she added, “So, what happens now? You throw it and
hope it murders something midair?”

“First of all, it’s not murder.” Derek’s chest puffed up as he continued his
maniacal rotations. Honestly, it was a good thing most of these people were
first-aid experts of some sort. It would be a wonder if any of them got out of
here alive. “It’s a time-honored gaucho practice that you’re lucky to witness
firsthand. And secondly—well, yes, but I’ve never actually brought
something down this way.”

Sophie laughed. Apparently, the by land, by sea, and by air idea was more
of an excuse to play with ropes than to catch anything. It was a good thing
Jessica had the foresight to hand Sophie a pouch and point out which roots
were edible, so she could gather a backup plan while she watched Derek at
work.

“Am I supposed to scare up some birds or something?” Sophie asked after a
few minutes of Derek whirling his bolas in a fruitless effort. “By like...
running through the bushes and making lots of noise?”

“If you’re smart, you’ll tell him you saw something over by the trailhead.”



A crunch of leaves underfoot and the sound of Harrison’s deep voice caused
her to turn.

She tried not to swoon at the sight of him carrying a fishing rod and
wearing a puppy strapped to his chest, but it was difficult. A ruggedly
handsome man in outdoor gear and a baby sling was a more powerful sight
than most people could stand, she was sure—especially as he looked
completely at ease while he did it. His wide shoulders and casual stance
spoke of a level of confidence Sophie could only dream of.

And dream of it—of him—she did.

“Is there something by the trailhead?” she asked. She was pleased to find
that her speaking abilities remained intact, even if her reason wasn’t.

“No. That’s why it’s your best bet. The only person he’ll maim over there is
himself.” Without waiting for Sophie to decide whether she wanted to be
alone with Harrison, he called out to his friend. “Yo, Derek. Make yourself
useful and clear out, would you?”

Derek looked over with a grin. “Why? So you can have Sophie all to
yourself? No way. I was just about to impress her with my mad throwing
skills. Ladies love mad throwing skills.”

Harrison didn’t say a word, but before Sophie could do more than blink,
Derek had dropped his throwing arm and was grumbling good-naturedly
about his defeat. “Fine. I’ll go, and I’ll take your stupid puppy for a walk too.
You win this round, Parks, but I don’t give up that easily.”

Sophie looked back and forth between the men, wondering what had passed
between them in that brief moment. From what she could tell, Harrison
looked much the same as he always did—a little more relaxed than usual, in
fact—but he had still managed to convey to the other man that his stake had
been claimed.

She, for one, didn’t mind being that stake. No one had ever tried to claim
her before. She kind of liked it.

“Keep Bubbles away from fire, and don’t give her any table scraps,”



Harrison ordered. “I’m not kidding, Derek.”

Derek nodded once. “Aye, aye, captain.”

“I mean it. Put her on a leash and hold it like your life depends on it.”

“Does my life depend on it?” he asked with a playful air.

Harrison’s only response was a gruff “Yes.”

As was the case when Harrison had told her to sweep the back hallway at
the church, Sophie knew that Derek would follow those orders to the letter.
Some things in this world were too powerful to deny, and Harrison Parks
issuing commands in his rumbling, authoritative voice was one of them.

Of course, her awe at Harrison’s authority didn’t last long. She did her best
to hold on to it as he began the task of unbuckling Bubbles from her pouch.
She tried even harder when he told Bubbles that her look of utter despair
wouldn’t move him from his intentions.

She gave up altogether when he handed the puppy to Derek as one handing
over the Holy Grail.

“It’s like taking a kid to daycare,” he said, careful not to meet Sophie’s eye.
“She’ll cry for the first few minutes, but it’s all for show. I know it looks and
sounds like it, but her heart won’t actually break in two.”

“How’s she doing so far?” she asked as soon as her giggles subsided and
Derek disappeared from view, Bubbles tucked firmly under one arm.
Although she knew there had to be a dozen or so men and women wandering
around, they appeared to be alone. “I heard you give the order not to light any
fires until dusk.”

“I’m not taking any chances,” he said in a voice of grim determination.

“That was smart. We can make sure you two are good and snuggled before
it gets going.”

Harrison showed a marked tendency to twitch at the prospect of being good
and snuggled, so she quickly changed the subject.

“You brought your own rod and tackle, I see,” she said.

“What?”



She nodded down at his hand. “Your rod and tackle—for fishing. Not,
according to Jessica, a euphemism for something fun.”

Suddenly, she could understand how Derek could have interpreted a brief
Harrison expression as an order to turn tail and run as fast as his legs would
take him. That cloudy look signaled an incoming storm of the cataclysmic
variety.

Fortunately for her, she didn’t mind getting a little wet. Or, you know, a lot
wet.

“You don’t have to look at me like that,” she said. “I said it wasn’t a
euphemism for something fun, if you know what I mean.”

“I know damn well what you mean,” he said. “Just promise me you will
never refer to a man’s junk as his rod and tackle again.”

She laughed, more pleased than she could say that he was still willing to
fight her. Telling him about her history with Oscar had carried a risk; there
was a good chance that he, like everyone else in her life, would start treating
her like she was breakable, delicate.

But he hadn’t. Even with all of Harrison’s flaws, the one thing he’d never
done was handle her delicately. He’d never treated her as anything other than
a hot-blooded woman capable of standing up for herself.

Which, for the first time in her life, was exactly what she felt like.

“His frank and beans then,” she suggested.

His lips began their telltale twitch. “No.”

“Pillar and stones?”

“You stole that from George R. R. Martin.”

“Prince Harry and the twins?”

“Stop it.”

“I’m running out of options. How about the lieutenant and his rearguard?”

The smile on his face was now unmistakable. “That’s not even a real one.”

“Fine.” She heaved a fake sigh. “Lay it on me. What do you call them?”

Despite the devastating grin that lightened her soul, his stare remained



molten fire. She felt it burn all the way down to her toes, sparking awareness
in every part of her body. Strangely enough, it was a slow burn. She’d have
thought, with a man like Harrison Parks, that once he started kindling, he’d
set fire to everything he touched with passionate, unchecked fury.

She was wrong. Instead, heat flooded to the surface of her skin, warming
her from the outside in, making her feel as though his entire body was
pressed on top of hers. She shivered despite the heat. Having his body
pressed on top of hers was suddenly the only thing she wanted.

Well, besides the lieutenant and his rearguard. But that went without
saying.

“Do you mean me specifically, or options I’d find acceptable in the general
sense?”

“Oh dear.” She clucked her tongue. “I never realized you’d made such an
in-depth study of the scepter and family jewels.”

“I didn’t have to let you come on this trip, you know. I could have left you
at home to deal with your mom and sisters.”

“Okay, fine. You win. What are my options?”

He crossed his arms and did his best not to look like a man about to break
into laughter. “Penis. Testicles. Cock. Balls. Dick. You can’t go wrong with
the classics.”

“Bo-ring,” she teased. “Maybe I should go find Derek and ask him what he
thinks. I bet he has lots of exciting names for his parts.”

“Derek’s idea of excitement is throwing rocks at birds. You really want his
opinion?”

She giggled. “Okay, then. What if we compromised? Big D and the gang
seems like it might suit you.”

There was no helping it after that. She found herself glancing down to
where Harrison’s male parts were contained. Dressed in ragged jeans that
clung to his powerful thighs and a puffy vest layered over worn flannel, he
was a most appealing sight. The fact that she could clearly detect his package



underneath it all was an added bonus. Rugged and standoffish, he was the
itch she longed to scratch—long and deep and hard.

“There’s no way I’m falling for that.”

“Falling for what?” she asked innocently.

“The second I tell you anything about my manhood, you’re going to use it
against me. I know you, Sophie. You’re ruthless.”

“Your manhood?” That was almost too much. “Is that what you call it?
Manhood and marbles? Manhood and the motley crew?”

He stepped closer. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop there. I’'m
trying to keep a distance here. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

Getting him to willingly come closer was a step in the right direction, so
she counted that as a win.

“Come on, be a good sport,” she cooed. “If you tell me what you call them,
I’1l let you know how I refer to my lady lumps.”

He stopped midstep and paled, the smile wiped from his lips. “You named
your tits?”

Even though Sophie considered herself an open-minded sort of woman
when it came to sex, the way he said tits—all harsh and guttural—caused her
to blush. She couldn’t help it. There weren’t many men in the world who
looked at her and found themselves reduced to their baser urges.

“Yes,” she said. Her cheeks were aflame, but she kept her eyes locked on
his. “And I refuse to disclose that information until you give me something to
work with in return.”

“Jesus, Sophie.” His curse was more like a caress. “Do you always have to
be so—"

“Yes, I do,” she said, perfectly serious. “How am I supposed to get you to
kiss me otherwise?”

His eyes flashed. “You could always ask.”

A simple answer from a simple man. She liked it.

With more bravado than she’d ever thought it possible for her to muster,



she said, “Harrison Parks, you are one strapping beast of a man, and I can’t
stop thinking about you. Would you please kiss me already?”

There was no need for her to finish the question. By the time she got past
that strapping beast part, he’d already closed the distance between them,
already grabbed her around the waist and pulled her flush against him. She’d
barely gotten the last word out when his mouth pressed down on hers
hungrily, his lips tasting and testing to see how much she would give.

The answer, as he would soon come to learn, was everything.

She’d never wanted anything as much as she wanted Harrison Parks exactly
like this—powerful and insistent yet still the same sweet man who could fall
head-over-heels in love with a puppy overnight.

Each touch of his mouth against hers demanded that she return his kiss, but
the way his hand cupped her face and the way he held her body against his
spoke of a hesitant affection. It was as if he knew he was holding something
precious but not breakable, someone willing but not compliant.

Determined not to let him go this time, Sophie wrapped her arms around his
waist. She took a moment to slide her hands underneath the back of his vest,
bypassing the insulin pump hitched to his belt to skim her touch between
warm flannel and even warmer skin. Although she would have gladly stood
there and let him keep nibbling at her lips with the urgency of one who could
never be sated, she pulled away enough to catch her breath and speak.

“If asking for a kiss gets me exactly what I want, what happens if I make
other requests?” she asked. “Do you have to do everything I ask, like a genie
granting wishes? Is that how it works?”

His lips curved in a smile—that deep, enticing one that set her...well,
everything quivering. Not only was he kissing her and making jokes, but he
was playing along. He was playing, period.

“Why the hell not? I’'ll give you exactly three wishes.” His smile dropped.
“And no, you can’t wish for more wishes.”

“I wasn’t going to!” she protested. “I only play honorably.”



“No, you don’t. That’s what got us into this mess in the first place.” His
laugh was more like a groan. “So...bearing in mind that it’s sixty degrees and
Derek is nearby with a heavy projectile, what do you want from me?”

What she wanted was for it to be dark and the pair of them to be sharing a
tent, but not even Harrison had the power to move time. However, that
wasn’t going to stop her from trying.

“I want to feel you on top of me,” she said.

He blinked, as if waiting for more. When she didn’t do anything except
stare expectantly up at him, awaiting his response, he laughed. “Fine. Never
let it be said I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain.”

Without another word, he swooped down and lifted her in his arms. Sophie
could feel the sheer strength of him, the way every muscle was taut and
vibrating with energy. She could also tell that lifting her caused almost no
strain on his physique.

Nor did it seem to tax his strength any as he lowered her to the ground right
then and there. It was a patch of rock and dirt, no sign of any mossy
embankment or field of flowers where she could rest her head, and she could
have kissed him for it. There was nothing romantic about the pebbles
pressing through her jeans; nothing comfortable about the way he stretched
her body out, her shoulder narrowly missing the sharp edge of a boulder. She
commanded, and he gave. That was all.

He did, however, shrug out of his vest and fold it into a pillow for her head.
As he quickly followed it by pressing the entire length of his body on top of
hers, she couldn’t find it in her to complain. He was gloriously heavy, his
limbs and pelvis pinning her into place.

It was like bedding down with a rock, assuming the rock was made of lava
and had designs on her maidenly virtue. Harrison’s chest was broad and his
arms strong, locking her in place so he could once again crush her mouth
under his. There was nothing to do but open up and let him in, so that was
exactly what she did. He smelled like pine and tasted like the sky—two



things she’d never thought could be intoxicating together, but she was wrong.

Because this was right.

Whatever else was happening in the world at this exact moment—wars,
crime, a dozen rugged outdoorsman close enough to march by at any moment
—didn’t matter. All she cared about was the fact that Harrison’s lips
wouldn’t stop moving over hers and that the press of his body wasn’t
softening in the slightest. In fact, if she wasn’t mistaken, there was zero
softening going on anywhere.

But there was definitely some hardening. Oh, yes. That was a cock, no
playful names about it.

It was too cold to do much in the way of disrobing, but Harrison managed
to unfailingly find all the exposed patches of her skin. His fingertips moved
along the arched slope of her neck, tracing the delicate line of her clavicle as
one memorizing a masterpiece. They slipped along the bare skin above her
waistline. They even, for one glorious minute, gave in to the urge to travel
northward, skimming over her stomach and making a tantalizing approach
near her breasts.

She arched in an attempt to get him to reach the urgently tingling tips of her
nipples, but Harrison pulled himself away before he got close. He released a
sound halfway between a groan and a growl, his large palm not lifting from
where it rested against her rib cage. His rough skin attested to all those years
of fighting fires, and she could feel the scrape of his calluses against her skin.

It was impossible not to make the leap from there, to imagine the hot, work-
hardened fingers slipping into her softest parts, rubbing her body in ways that
would scandalize the birds and the bees.

She might have even whimpered. It wasn’t her most elegant moment.

“Well?” Harrison lifted himself away just enough to speak, his words a
breath against her lips. “That makes one. What’s your next command?”

Gone were all thoughts of bugs crawling into her jeans or rocks working
their way into unseemly places. Sophie could think of only one thing she



wanted, the rest of the world be damned.

She wanted him.

“Your hands,” she managed, her words escaping on a gasp. “I want to feel
your hands on my bare skin.”

Technically, he was already doing that, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted
more.

“What part of your bare skin?” he asked with a small tsk. “Don’t you know
that you have to be specific when making wishes? Otherwise, the genie is
going to trick you. He’s not to be trusted.”

On the contrary, she trusted this genie with both her life and her body. She
blushed at the thought of giving voice to exactly what she wanted him to do
with the latter—that she wanted him to move his hand upward until he was
cupping her breasts, or even to forgo a gentle exploration of her torso and
slide his hand between her bare thighs. Sophie wasn’t squeamish about sex,
but there was a difference between enjoying an act and making that request
under the stark, open sky.

“Well?” he prodded. He knew how hard this was on her, the jerk, and was
making it more difficult on purpose. With Harrison, she had the feeling every
victory was going to have to be earned.

Challenge. Accepted.

She’d never felt so ready—so excited—at the prospect of battle.

“Lady,” she said, and arched her back against his hand’s taunting
withdrawal. “And Tramp. I want you to touch Lady and the Tramp.”

His entire body stilled. For a brief moment, it was as though he’d turned to
stone, pinning her to earth for all of eternity. It wasn’t as daunting a fate as it
seemed, but she couldn’t help being relieved when he released a tortured
groan.

“Please tell me those aren’t the names of your—”

“Tits?” she interrupted, pleased and surprised at how easily the syllable
rolled off her tongue. “Yes, they are. Would you like to meet them? I warn



you—Lady can be a bit shy. You may have to coax her out a little.”

The last of her inhibition fled as Harrison muttered something about the
folly of falling into such an obvious honey trap. The idea intrigued her. She’d
never been anything close to a honey trap before. But for this man, she was
willing to try.

“Touch me, Harrison,” she said. “Anywhere and everywhere you want.”

“You’re going to be the death of me. You know that, right?”

His question was rhetorical. Without waiting for her to agree or argue, he
dropped his lips to hers for another searing kiss. This one was accompanied
by his hand sweeping past the soft swell of her stomach and heading straight
for Lady. He had no way of knowing which breast was which, but it didn’t
matter because he obviously planned on giving them both the same thorough
treatment.

Her bra was an expensive one, unsuited for support and comfort while out
in the elements, but ideal for man exploring the softly molded cups. His
fingers slipped over the top and caressed her skin, teasing the edge of her
nipples until she moaned into his mouth. She tried arching again, but his
weight had become so settled that it was all she could do to lay there and let
him explore her the way he saw fit.

As that included the graze of his rough fingers over the tips of her breasts
and the grinding of his hips against hers, she was fine with whatever he
planned to do to her. Her nipples grew tight and hot under his touch, her belly
taut with anticipation. She could practically feel the blood coursing through
her veins and down between her thighs, her body throbbing with the ache of
emptiness.

“How can one person be so fucking soft?” he asked.

“I don’t know. How can one person be so fucking hard?” She groaned as
the ridge of his erection pressed against her. “I’m ready for my third wish, by
the way.”

His voice was hoarse. “I don’t have much more to give, Sophie. You have



to realize that by now.”

“Oh, there’s a lot more you can give. What I really want—what I’ve
wanted since the moment I met you—is to feel you inside of me.”

“Fuck.” He swore with a vehemence that was difficult to interpret. Was he
agreeing with her and announcing his intentions to perform said deed? Or had
she pushed him too far, and he was refusing to comply?

God, she hoped it was the first one. She wasn’t sure how much more of this
agony she could take.

A discreet cough sounded from above them, “Uh, Harrison?”

“Fuck,” Harrison said again, pulling himself away from her.

Understanding dawned—and with it, the realization that she was writhing
on the ground with a man’s hand firmly up her shirt. Jessica had the decency
to be looking off somewhere in the distance, her gaze fixed on a rolling green
bluff, but Sophie was pretty sure she must have seen—and heard—plenty
already.

“I’m sorry,” Jessica said. “But there’s been an accident.”

Harrison shot the rest of the way up, leaving Sophie with her stomach bared
to the elements. She might have been insulted if not for the wholly honorable
way his thoughts went to his puppy. “Is Bubbles—?”

“Fine, she’s fine. Great, in fact. The problem is with, uh, Derek. His
bolas...”

Harrison groaned and closed his eyes. All of the anxiety that the idea of
Bubbles in danger had brought out in him was reduced to a guttural, “That
debauched troglodyte. Whose idea was it to let him anywhere near a
weapon?”

Sophie couldn’t help but giggle. It was hard to believe that this man once
looked at that puppy with anything but love and adoration. She’d never seen
anyone fall so hard for an animal before—and she’d seen her fair share of
happy placements.

He reached a hand down to help Sophie to her feet, pausing just long



enough to meet her eye with a look of mingled pleasure and embarrassment.
She could tell he wanted to say something that would rob the moment of
awkwardness, but there was no opportunity.

Sophie found she didn’t mind too much. This...conversation would hold.

“I guess you’d better take me to him,” Harrison said, giving in with a sigh.
“But I swear to everything that man holds dear, if he’s not bleeding out
somewhere at the bottom of a ravine, I’m going to truss him up and toss him
in the back of my truck for the rest of this trip. And you’ll be back there with
him, Sophie, if you don’t stop laughing.”

“I’'m sorry,” she said, not sorry at all—not even when Jessica relaxed
enough to laugh with her.

“I’d say it’s just a muscle contusion, but you’re our best medic,” Jessica
said. “I really am sorry. It looks like you were—"

“There’s no need to finish that sentence,” Harrison said, but it was too late.
Any and all fear Jessica may have felt at interrupting her superior in the
middle of frolicking in the wilderness had all but disappeared.

I should probably feel guilty for ruining his reputation, Sophie thought. But
she didn’t. Not when her body was still thrumming with the memory of his
touch.

Not when she had high hopes that, this time, the wall was so far gone she
could get him to touch her again.



Chapter 15

“Your card is a four of hearts,” Sophie said, her face lit by firelight and a shy
smile. “Either that or the queen of spades, but I think Marcus has that one.”

“Goddammit, she’s right again!” Derek thumped his good foot on the hard-
packed earth. His other not-so-good one was elevated and had an ice pack
pressed against the calf.

A muscle contusion, just as Jessica had suspected. A muscle contusion that
Harrison could only consider the best—and worst—timed injury known to
mankind. Five minutes later, and he had no doubts that he would have
fulfilled Sophie’s wishes right then and there.

On the ground. In the cold. Unaware of anything except the suppleness of
her every goddamn curve.

“I thought for sure I had you that time.” With the flick of his wrist, Derek
consigned his card to the campfire, offering only a glimpse of four hearts
before it flared and disappeared from view. “You tricked me.”

Marcus, a somewhat gangly youth who’d only finished his first summer
with them last year, turned his card. It showed a stony-faced monarch clad all
in black. “It is the queen of spades,” he admitted. He also handed his card
back to Sophie, though what good it would do when Derek had already
burned up half the deck was beyond any of them. “How did you do that?”

“A good magician never reveals her tricks,” Sophie said with a mysterious
air. She promptly ruined it with, “It’s mostly done by counting the cards. I
can show you, if you want.”



“Would you really?” Marcus’s eagerness was matched only by his
crestfallen expression when he glanced over at Harrison and changed his
mind. “Uh, maybe some other time. It’s more fun if you don’t know how the
sausage is made, you know?”

Harrison attempted to arrange his features in a more conciliatory pattern of
parts. He wasn’t supposed to scare everyone away from the campfire before
the ghost stories even started. Besides, Marcus could hardly be blamed for
Harrison’s current state of mind.

And body.

Harrison might be emotionally conflicted when it came to his relationship
with Sophie, but his body had no qualms about asserting what it wanted.

It wanted to feel her writhing on the ground underneath him again. It
wanted to explore the swells and dips of skin that felt like ribbon-wrapped
satin. It wanted to enter her so slowly she came screaming before he made it
all the way inside.

“I, for one, love sausage and all its incumbent parts.” Derek winked and
grinned at Harrison from across the fire. “Tell us, Sophie. Tell us about the
meat.”

There was nothing Harrison could do to recoup his position after that. He’d
lost his edge. He’d lost his edge, and everyone—with the exception of
Marcus, who was still young and new enough to regard him with awe—knew
it.

It helped to glance down and check on Bubbles, who was strapped to his
chest in what he could only describe as a state of sleepy euphoria. The
campfire had been going for a full hour now, with various pots of food-like
items bubbling away on top. Other than one scrambling attempt to free
herself from the pouch when they first approached, the puppy was doing
well. Mostly because her head was burrowed against his chest and she
refused to roll her eyes in that direction. As long as she could pretend there
were no flames and that her whole world was the steady beat of his heart next



to her, she was perfectly fine.

It seemed that Sophie had been right about the pouch all along. Not only
had it been easy for him to set up camp with the puppy safely strapped to his
chest, but Sophie had known, with her usual insight, exactly what Bubbles
needed to feel safe. To be cradled like a baby. To be held somewhere tight
and warm.

In fact, if it weren’t for the fact that everyone was watching him with a
wariness that made him feel like the village freak, this pouch would have
been the ideal solution to all his problems.

“Where’d you learn all that stuff anyway?” Jessica asked. She paused to stir
the bowl of roots and dirt that was the only thing she and Sophie had
managed to catch after a full afternoon’s harvest.

That, at least, made him feel somewhat better. Sophie could worm her way
under his skin, charm his father into lighting aromatherapy candles, and
mystify his friends with magic tricks, but her hunting-and-gathering skills
could definitely use some work. It was the most primeval of triumphs, to
gloat over a woman who couldn’t trap and maim animals, but what he could
he do?

He was man. Hear him roar.

Sophie’s gaze shifted to Harrison’s, a somewhat wary light glinting in the
reflection of the fire. He immediately regretted his triumph. What an ass I
am. Of course Sophie was less than proficient at wilderness survival. He
didn’t know all the details of her illness—Oscar wasn’t the kind to just tell
someone else’s life story—but he had enough imagination to picture it.

She’s overcome more pain and suffering than most of us see in a lifetime,
Oscar had said.

I’ve never gone anywhere or done anything on my own had been the
confession from Sophie’s own lips.

The familiar burn of frustration started to mount in Harrison’s gut, but for
the first time in his life, it wasn’t directed inward. Diabetes was challenging,



yes, and it was something he’d always have to account for, but it was nothing
like what Sophie must have gone through—still went through, if her family
situation was all that she said it was.

“Um, I spent a lot of time lying in bed when I was a kid,” Sophie admitted,
continuing to look at him. He nodded once, hoping to convey even a fraction
of the admiration he felt for her. It must have worked, because she quirked
her lips in a smile and added, “I’m also weirdly good at crossword puzzles
and soap opera trivia.”

Marcus opened his mouth to ask why, but he was stopped when he caught
Harrison’s eye.

The silent warning worked in keeping the younger man from badgering
Sophie, but Bubbles decided she didn’t much care for it. She snuffled against
his chest, whimpering despite the protective wrap holding her close.

As something from one of the pots sizzled and jumped into the campfire,
sending crackling flames in all directions, Harrison assumed it was the
sudden flare that scared her, so he murmured something low and soothing.

In a louder voice, he asked, “How much longer until we have to eat this
monstrosity?”

Jessica dipped a ladle in the pot and tasted its contents, barely managing to
hide her grimace in time. “Twenty minutes should do it. I’ll just, ah, add
some more salt.”

“Don’t worry. I have beef jerky and granola bars in my pack.” The woman
seated next to Jessica, the wife of firefighter named Burke, patted the
backpack at her side.

“And we caught enough fish for a feast,” promised another man, Burke’s
younger brother and an aspiring firefighter. “We’ve got this competition in
the bag. Or, er, the net, I guess I should say.”

“You caught one—one fish, and he looked diseased. His fin was practically
falling off.”

“That just means the filet will be tender.”



Under normal circumstances, Harrison would have been more than happy
to join in the smack talk, comparing culinary disasters and planning a pizza
run for later. It had been a long, wearying day with an even longer night
beckoning. Jessica had offered to share her tent with Sophie—and had been
accepted—but moving a sleeping bag was no difficult task. If Sophie kept
peeking at him through those long lashes, there was a good chance neither
one of them would be doing any sleeping of any kind.

So much for preparing myself for the inevitable. Sophie might have one
foot out the door, but her other foot was well within his reach.

The fire crackled again, causing Bubbles to whimper louder. Her legs
wriggled against his chest, her head moving frantically as she struggled to
free herself from her binding.

“It’s just a fire,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm. When he’d had
the small fire in the grate that morning, the sound of him talking—however
inane the words—had seemed to soothe her. “A chemical reaction between
the oxygen in the air and the wood in the pit. Chemistry can explain a lot of
things that seem scary at first.”

Attraction, for example. Lust. Desire.

It didn’t work. Instead of having a pacifying effect on the dog this time, his
voice only served to increase her anxiety. He rose to his feet in a swift
movement, determined to put distance between the dog and the fire.

And between him and Sophie, but that was an effort in futility. No matter
where he went, she followed.

Literally. He’d made it no farther than a few hundred feet away from the
campfire before he realized Sophie was standing at his back.

“It’s not getting better,” he said, his voice more frantic than he cared to
admit. Since his version of frantic sounded more like anger, the words came
out as an accusation. “I thought the extra training I was doing with her would
help, and that the pouch was making a difference too, but look at her. She’s
bound tight and still hates the flames.”



He paused, waiting for Sophie to wince or back away, but she didn’t. She
stepped closer, drawing so near he could smell her, feel the residual heat from
the fire rising up off her tight-fitting jacket. That small action, that step
forward—toward him, to him—almost broke him. Nothing he seemed to say
or do caused this woman to back away.

“Extra training?” she asked.

“It was nothing. Just some things she and I were trying together. I wanted
to, uh... It sounds dumb now that I’'m saying it, but...” He shrugged
helplessly. “I wanted to make this work for you.”

There wasn’t much light this far from the campfire, but Sophie’s eyes
opened so widely that they captured the full luminosity of the moon and flung
it right at him.

He wasn’t sure what to make of that look—that shock—so he cleared his
throat and kept going.

“Maybe you were wrong after all,” he said. “Maybe she can’t do this. I
want her to succeed, I really do, but that was just one little crackle, one little
flare. Do you have any idea how much worse it can get out there?”

“Harrison, stop.”

“You can’t make things happen just because you want them to,” he said.
Now that the verbal floodgates had been opened, he didn’t seem to know how
to close them again. All the anxiety of the past month, all the worries and
agonies and inadequacies, seemed to be tumbling out of him at once. “I know
it makes me an asshole to say it, but one of us has to. She’s not fit for the job,
and no number of candles and camping trips are going to change that.
Working around fires will end up hurting her. I will end up hurting her.”

“Harrison, listen.”

“I can’t, Sophie,” he said—pleaded, really. How could he reasonably be
expected to drag the poor puppy out into the wild like this? What kind of a
man would he have to be to subject her to this kind of whimpering agony day
after day? “I’d like to keep her if I can, maybe as a pet, but—"



“For the love of all things stubborn, will you stop talking for five seconds
and look at her?”

Harrison glanced down. Even though they were a good distance from the
fire now, the Pomeranian hadn’t stopped her shifting, whining movements.
He’d assumed she was trying to get free, and that she wouldn’t be happy until
she’d put as much distance between herself and the flames as possible, but
something about Sophie’s crossed arms gave him pause.

So did her question. “When was the last time you did a finger stick? Or, for
that matter, the last time you ate something?”

His eyes flew open as he appraised the tiny dog. She’d managed to free
herself from the sling just enough to bring her face to his, her little head
nudging his chin with an urgency that couldn’t be denied. Now that he was
paying attention, he recognized that nudging as the action they’d been
working on for the past few weeks.

It was what she did whenever she was brought the swab containing the
smell she was trained to alert him to. It was what she did whenever she was
brought the swab containing the smell that meant danger.

“You mean she’s—?”

Sophie’s face broke out in a grin. Even in the deepening twilight, the stars
and nearly full moon providing the sole illumination, that grin was
breathtaking. It lit up every part of her. “She’s not letting you down,
Harrison. She’s not scared of the fire. She’s doing exactly what she’s been
trained to do.”

He stared in wonder down at the puppy. He knew, from Sophie’s careful
explanation, that this was exactly what he should expect from having a
service dog. He could relax some of his own vigilance, slow down to assess
Bubbles’s needs and his own at the same time, trust in the puppy to know
what he needed before his continuous glucose monitor registered the changes
in his blood sugar.

It made sense, from an intellectual standpoint, that Bubbles could handle all



this, especially given how well she’d handled training back at the house. To
see it in action, however, to know that this tiny, quivering ball of heat was
saving his goddamn life right now, was almost more than he could take.

“Come on.” Sophie held out a hand. “Let’s go get you checked. I assume
your things are in your tent?”

His first impulse on hearing the words your tent was to dig his feet into the
dirt and refuse to allow Sophie anywhere near it. Nothing good could come
of having her inside those ten square feet of nylon with him.

But that was ridiculous. She wasn’t going to attack him. She wasn’t going
to ravish him.

At least, not without asking first.

“What a good little nugget you are,” she cooed. “So smart. So brave.”

Harrison knew she was complimenting the puppy for a job well done, but
he couldn’t help a feeling of pride from swelling up in his chest. Smart and
brave were right—and that was his service animal they were talking about.

The raccoon under the porch had nothing on Bubbles.

It was asking too much for Sophie to politely keep her distance while he
ducked into his tent to pull out his testing gear. That damnable woman wasn’t
happy unless she was pushing him—physically, mentally, emotionally.
Before he could suggest she take the puppy back to the campfire, she’d
followed him in and promptly arranged herself on top of his sleeping bag.
She even grabbed his pillow and held it in her lap like it was a stuffed animal.

He bit back a groan. He’d never get the smell of her out of it now. He’d end
up being exactly like the Sleeping Beauty she’d mocked him as—snuggling
up with that puff of down and fabric in order to feel close to her once again.

“You could give me a little privacy, you know,” he pointed out, his voice
gruff.

“I know.”

“You could also take that comment as the hint it is.”

“I know.” She peeped up at him through her lashes. “But you wouldn’t



deny me this moment of triumph, would you? I’m just as curious to see if
Bubbles is right as you are.”

She had him there. He was, after all, her project—her job. This puppy and
this woman might be rapidly becoming Harrison’s whole world, but she had
other things at stake.

He unhooked the sling and let Bubbles down. The puppy still showed signs
of distress, but Sophie made no attempt to soothe her. She simply let the dog
whimper and snuffle about, watching her with a fond, detached smile.

“I know you want me to pick her up, but you’re going to have to get used to
the idea that she has to be uncomfortable sometimes.” Sophie spoke in a calm
voice that could have been designed to set his teeth on edge. “It’s literally
what we’re training her to do. You want her to be emotionally invested in
your health.”

“Easy for you to say,” he muttered as he rummaged around in his bag. He
zipped open his kit and pulled out a testing strip. “You’re a cold-blooded
monster.”

Sophie’s soft peal of laughter filled the tent. “Do you know no one has ever
insulted me as well as you before? Or ever?” She settled more comfortably in
her seat, pushing out the sides of the tent as she did. “Tell me what else you
think about me, please.”

“You have some serious problems.”

“That doesn’t count. Everyone has problems. Will it help if I go first?”

He glanced up from the prick of blood pooling on his forefinger. “What?”

“You’re right. I should go first.” She tapped one smooth finger in the center
of her chin. “Let’s see...you’re a softhearted baby.”

“Excuse me?”

His protest did nothing to deter her. “A marshmallow, really. Soft and
squishy and so in love with this little puppy I doubt you’ll ever be able to
look at a Great Dane again.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. I’'m uncommunicative and



stubborn, remember? A difficult bastard. Lots of bark and plenty of bite.”

She ignored him, the smile on her lips so serene he might as well have been
speaking in a foreign language. “You even like wearing Bubbles in that
pouch, though you won’t admit it. You like having her close, knowing she’s
safe.” The smile spread. “You’re a protector—that’s what you are. You’d
give your life for this little dog. You’d give your life for anyone who needed
it.”

The beep that sounded indicated that his blood sugar was, in fact, low. It
was a moment of triumph—for Bubbles and for Sophie and for him—but he
needed to focus his attention on regulating his equipment. He also reached for
his glucose tablets and popped three of them under his tongue, pausing to
commend Bubbles for a job well done and settle her on her favorite blanket
in the corner of the tent.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he countered. “You’ve
known me for all of four weeks. That doesn’t make you an expert on all
things Harrison.”

“The problem, of course, is that you can’t turn it off.” Sophie was still
rattling off his apparent flaws in that same cheerful matter, but the smile had
dropped from her face.

The moment of seriousness didn’t make her any less attractive. If anything,
it only made her more attractive. Fun, cheerful, friendly Sophie was easy to
fall for and hopefully just as easy to leave behind. Serious, earnest Sophie
was a different matter entirely. Once she got under your skin, she was likely
to remain there permanently.

“That’s why you’re so closed up, why you hide behind such thick walls.”
Her voice softened. “Why you have such a difficult time letting people past
them.”

Something in his chest gave a painful, lurching clench.

“It’s hard, isn’t it?” she asked. “To care so much, to protect everyone from
everything that’s terrible in the world? It’s easier to keep them as far away



from your heart as possible.”

“No,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she replied, her gaze so full of sadness and understanding that he
wasn’t sure he could take another second of it. “It doesn’t hurt so much then,
does it?”

Something inside him roared and broke free. Flying across the tent, he
chucked that stupid pillow aside and took Sophie into his arms. She was soft
and warm, but his words were anything but.

“You want to know what I think about you?” he demanded. Without
waiting for an answer, he said, “You’re a pushing, interfering nuisance I wish
I’d never met.”

“Oh dear,” she murmured, undaunted. “Was it something I said?”

“Goddammit, Sophie. It’s not fair. It was never fair.” He spoke into her
hairline, down along the side of her nape, into her neckline. She smelled like
campfire and the clean, simple soap that would forever haunt his dreams.
“How many times can I say it before you finally realize I’'m not worth the
effort?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But you might be a lot more effective if you
weren’t kissing my neck at the time.”

Incongruous laughter shook him. Nothing about this situation warranted
joy, but being with Sophie demanded nothing less. Joy, happiness, pleasure—
she was offering them for the taking. A smarter man would have pulled away
while he still had the chance, but no one had ever accused Harrison of
possessing an excess of intelligence.

“Your neck isn’t the part of you I'd like to be kissing, but I'm not going
any further unless you ask me to. The least I can do is give you one more
chance to make the right decision.”

“Screw the right decisions.” Sophie tilted her head, giving him better access
to the soft slope of her clavicle. “Kiss me wherever you want, Harrison. Bite
me, if that’s what it takes. I promise I won’t break.”



“No,” he muttered. “But I might.”

He had no way of knowing whether or not Sophie heard him. Before he
could gain hold of his sanity and leave the warm safety of the tent, she twined
her arms around his neck and pulled him close, not stopping until his mouth
was inches from her own. Every move was calculated to cause him anguish,
the sweet curve of her mouth too tempting to ignore.

“I’m not such a bad person once you get to know me, I swear,” she said. “I
smell like dogs and I’'m not much good at this wilderness stuff, but I can
make up for it with other things. Want to know how? Most of them involve
my legs.”

Harrison groaned. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“No,” she said and lifted her mouth to his. “I’m trying to kiss you. And I’'m
going to do it too.”

He would have liked to have resisted the pull of her kiss, especially while
so much between them remained up in the air, but he wasn’t that strong.

No mortal man was. All he needed was the sound of his name on her lips, a
laugh issuing from between them, and he was done for.

“I like kissing you, Harrison,” she said the moment she pulled away,
proving his point to perfection. That Harrison almost slayed him. “And I
think you like kissing me too, but you’re a chicken.”

He stiffened. “I’m not a chicken.”

“Yes, you are, but only where I’m concerned. You think I’m sexy and you
think I’'m scary, but you refuse to admit that you like those two things
together. You like them a lot.”

It was true. He did appreciate the combination of those two things,
especially where Sophie was concerned. She was quite literally the most
desirable woman he’d ever laid eyes on, and the fact that he cared less about
that than he did for the fact that he’d fallen hard for her scared the shit out of
him.

But he liked it. He liked it a lot.



“I’m never going to be a good boyfriend, Sophie,” he said, groaning again.
It was much less effective this time, since her lips pressed against his,
capturing most of his words. “I’'m never going to be cheerful or pleasant or
even all that likable.”

“I know.” Her mouth brushed his—softly at first at, then with increasing
urgency. As was always the case when this woman started pushing, he let her
in.

“And there’s a good chance I’ll say something wrong—maybe even make
you cry.”

“I know,” she said again, her lips moving down his neck. She ran her palms
flat against his stomach and lifted his jacket, exposing his abdomen as well as
the two ports—one attached to the insulin pump via a small cord, the other
attached only digitally. He wasn’t squeamish about very many things and had
no problems testing his blood sugar in front of others, but he’d always made
it a point to remove the pump and put on a patch before things got too far
with a woman.

Whirring mechanical devices weren’t exactly sexy, but he needed to keep
them on while his body regulated itself. Which meant they’d have to slow
down. They’d have to wait. He’d have to sit here with a cock so hard it could
crack ice...

Sophie, however, didn’t so much as blink. Nor did she stop what she was
doing.

He barely had a chance to get over the shock of it, of Sophie tugging off his
clothes with an urgency that bordered on the frantic, before she started
working her way inexorably down his body. No part of him was left
untouched, her lips pressing against his pecs and his abs and—oh God—
farther still, until she reached the line where his jeans hung low his hips.

“Sophie, stop. Wait.” It was an agony to stop her as her hands reached for
his belt buckle, but he had to do it. “My pump... I can’t...”

She peeked up at him, a playful dance in her eyes as she continued her



assault on his senses. Before he knew what was happening, she had his fly
undone and was greedily tugging at his jeans.

“You think you’re the first guy I’ve been with who’s hooked up to medical
equipment?” she said. “For that matter, you think I’ve never gotten down and
dirty with my own IV in? Oh, Harrison, you sweet innocent. I came of age in
a hospital, remember?”

He stilled again, but this time out of incredulity. “Wait, what? Are you
talking about your leukemia?”

“Of course. What else would I be talking about?”

“But you were a kid.” The words came out as an accusation—mostly
because they were. “You were sick. What the devil were they doing to you
there?”

There was so much laughter in her eyes it was like looking into another
world. “They weren’t doing anything to me. Well, not unless the they in
question were the other kids on the ward. Oh, man. There was this boy with
Hodgkin’s who could do the most amazing things with his—”

Harrison held up a hand, his whole body rigid. “I don’t want to hear it. I
thought hospitals were supposed to be a place of healing, of convalescence.
Not dens of juvenile vice.”

Sophie tilted her head and blinked up at him, looking the picture of virtue.
“That shows how little you know about the real world, doesn’t it? You
wouldn’t believe some of the parties we used to have. It’d be all fun and
games and Methotrexate, but the second the nurses turned their backs...”

“You wicked little monster. Don’t say it.”

“...orgy time.”

His whole body shook with laughter. There was nothing funny about the
things she was telling him. The idea of a young, fragile Sophie lying in a bed
somewhere, struggling to make it through each day, was a thing that made his
chest grow tight. She’d suffered and suffered heavily, and no amount of
making out with other kids behind closed doors could make that okay.



But he laughed anyway. Whatever trials she’d gone through, she’d
managed to come out intact. Intact and, well, happy.

He wished he knew how.

“All those tangled IVs and anti-nausea drugs...” She heaved a mock sigh.
“It wasn’t always pretty, but we did the best we could. You don’t know
sexual resourcefulness until you sit down with a group of teenagers who
don’t dare let their heart rate monitors get high enough to set off alarms. The
trick is to switch them when the doctors aren’t looking.”

“Okay, now you’re just making things up.”

“I guess you’ll never know, will you?” she asked, a coy lift to her brow.
“The misdeeds of my youth aren’t a story for someone as uptight and proper
as you.”

“Uptight?” he said.

“I mean, you are the one freaking out over a tiny pump while there’s a hot
and willing honey trap on your sleeping bag.”

Hot? Willing? This woman had no idea what she was doing to him over
here.

...or maybe she did. The coy lift to her brow turned downright taunting.
“Or is it Bubbles watching us that you object to? I gotta warn you, Harrison,
you can’t kick her to the curb every time you bring a woman to your bed. I
guess, if you’re one of those guys who just gets in there and bam-bam, crank-
crank, finishes the job, it won’t matter so much. But I was sort of hoping
you’d be the kind who takes his time—"

“Sophie Vasquez, if you don’t stop right now, I’'m going to...” He trailed
off, struggling to think of a punishment that would vindicate a fraction of the
things she was making him feel right now.

“What will you do to me?” she purred. She shifted onto her knees and drew
so close they were practically kissing. Her breath was warm against his
mouth, her lips a smile against his. “You’ll bam-bam, crank-crank, finish the
job? Don’t worry—I’m ready. I promise to come the moment you enter me.”



There was nothing for it then but to give up. Give up, give in, give this
woman everything she demanded and more. He could go to his grave
knowing that he’d fought his valiant best—and that his valiant best wasn’t
even close to enough to defeat a woman like Sophie.

He acknowledged his helplessness by touching his mouth to hers and
kissing her until both of them were breathless. He didn’t know if it was the
close air of the tent or if kissing Sophie would always leave him with a
whirling head and no sense of his surroundings, but he was forced to push her
to the ground so they both had somewhere to rest.

There wasn’t so much space in the tent that they had much in the way of
room to navigate, but it didn’t seem to matter. She accepted the full weight of
him as if he were nothing, bore the press of his body as a delight rather than a
burden.

Harrison paused to unzip her jacket, his fingers shaking like he was some
goddamned teenager who’d never felt up a woman before. Sophie didn’t help
matters any by moaning and arching her back, the warm jut of her breasts—
Lady and the Tramp—tempting him into skipping his slow, sultry plan of
disrobing her piece by piece. As much as he would have liked to take his time
with each button, exposing her soft skin in inches, he didn’t have the
willpower.

So he yanked. Her oversize white shirt popped open with a satisfying
scatter of buttons around the tent. The delicate band of a pink, lacy bra
peeped up at him, encouraging him to explore with fingers, lips, tongue,
teeth.

“This is not the kind of bra you’re supposed to wear camping,” he said in
the absence of more appropriate commentary. A better, more sophisticated
man might whisper sweet nothings or compare the dips and valleys of her
body to the majestic mountains all around them, but no one had ever accused
Harrison of being sophisticated.

“Yes, but it is the kind of bra you wear when you’re trying to tempt a man



into fucking you.”

His mouth grew dry at the harsh yet sweet resonance of that word on her
lips. Fucking. Not rolling in the hay. Not tumbling in the sheets. Not even
making love. This sweet, beautiful woman was revealing more than just a
tempting pair of breasts swelling out of a lace bra. And Harrison—God help
him—Iloved it.

He groaned and ran his fingers down the midline of her stomach, her skin
warm and impossibly soft. That feeling of heat and silk only increased the
farther south he went, skimming past her navel and down the gentle swell of
her belly. By the time he managed to reach the top lace of her underwear, she
was scorching.

Although he was scorching too, he forced himself to take a deep breath and
slow down. Sophie might think she could taunt him into making a botched,
rushed job of this, but no matter how animalistic his urges tended to be, he
was still capable of some restraint.

“I’m a man of honor, goddammit,” he said as he moved back up her body.
He intended to make that same journey, over her bra and down to her panties,
but this time, he was going to do it with his mouth. “T want to taste you. I
want to savor each limb.”

Sophie’s body shook with laughter, all those soft, rounded parts quivering
against him. Burying her hands in his hair, she stroked and teased her nails
against his scalp. “Oh, dear. I had no idea you were capable of so much
eloquence. All that reserve was just part of your plan to lure me in, wasn’t
it?”

He yanked himself out of her grasp and tugged her jeans down her hips.
Without bothering to remove her pants all the way, he laid his hand flat
against the soft upper swell of her mons, eliciting a gasp. “I am not eloquent.”

“No?” she asked and tipped her head back against the ground, grinding her
hips upward until his hand was forced to move lower. Even through the thin
satin of her panties, he could feel how wet she was, how ready. “Darn. I was



looking forward to it. I guess you’d better spread my legs and fill me with
your mighty oak instead. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

He was in the middle of doing just that when he stopped. “What did you
just call it?”

“Your thundering maple,” she replied, her head tipped back in ecstasy as
his hand lay heavy against the wet heat of her. “Your turgid member, your
one-eyed snake, the purple menace. I need it hard, Harrison, and I need it
now.”

“Purple menace?” he echoed.

“Well, I can’t see it from here, obviously, but I’ve pictured it plenty of
times. Would you mind if I make a more detailed survey later? I need you.”

He proved powerless against a supplication like that one. “Your wish is my
command—as long as you return the favor.”

“Oh? And what do you wish?” The gentle mockery in her tone indicated
she had no intention of doing anything she damn well didn’t want to.

“You. Naked. In the sleeping bag. It’s going to be a tight fit to squeeze both
of us in there, but I’ve never known a tight fit to be unpleasant where sex is
concerned.”

“Oh, you sweet talker, you,” she teased.

Her movements as she removed her clothing were not designed to entice a
man. She didn’t coyly expose her skin one inch at a time, and she didn’t
shimmy or shake as she pulled her jeans over her hips to showcase the
rounded curves of her ass. Her movements were neat and efficient and even
more seductive because of it.

All those parts of her that had been brought to his attention over the past
few weeks—her naked shoulder and her bared neck, the sweet curve of her
back and her strong, capable legs—hit him at once with their perfection. Not
because they were perfect, but because she was.

“Don’t gawk,” she chided, but with enough stiffness in her voice that he
knew she was feeling shy. “You’re not the only one who feels awkward



sometimes.”

“That’s not what you’ll be feeling in a minute,” he said, and swiftly
unplugged his port before swabbing it down and putting it away. He paused
long enough to grab a condom from his insulin kit—those zippered pouches
proved handy from time to time—before stripping his own clothes.

“There is no way you’re going to fit inside,” Sophie said as he approached.
As she was only halfway sitting up at the time, she was exactly on eye level
with his erection—a thing his body interpreted with literal enjoyment.

“That’s what they all say, but you’d be surprised how much nature allows
for—”

She squeaked. “That isn’t what I meant, and you know it! Although, um,
congratulations? And it’s not nearly as purple as I’d thought.”

She followed this bit of insight with a giggle. Harrison wasn’t a vain man,
but hearing a woman giggle while he was naked and about to fuck her wasn’t
his customary response.

It was Sophie’s response though, and he shouldn’t have expected anything
less.

“Scoot over, you provoking brat. I’'m coming in there to make you regret
your insolence.”

“Ooh, I like the sound of that. Make me regret it. Make me regret it so
hard.”

She’d been correct in assuming that the two of them in a single sleeping
bag would be a tight mishmash of body parts, requiring plenty of shifting and
tugging and laughter. What she hadn’t realized, however, was that once he
was in and the length of her naked body was pressed against his in a perfect
fit, nothing else mattered. She was impossibly soft, her limbs sliding up and
down his in a way that made him ache to be inside her. And he would too, but
not before he took her face in his hands and kissed her—Ilong and slow,
savoring the way she squirmed and moaned with each slide of his tongue
along hers.



She was a body in constant motion, a woman full of vitality and joy. And
he wasn’t going to lie—the wet, searing heat of her as she wrapped first one
and then the other leg around him was more temptation than any flesh-and-
blood man could bear.

Before he penetrated her, however, he halted his wandering inspection of
all her soft and slippery parts to cup her face. The two of them were perfectly
immobile inside the sleeping bag, the only movement the rapid beat of her
heart against his chest and her quick, panting breaths.

“I like you, Sophie,” he said. It was both everything and nothing and
somehow the only thing he could think of to say.

A smile curved her lips, almost as though she could read his thoughts and
see what he really meant. She proved it by her next words. “I know you do. It
was inevitable. I warned you, remember? I’m like a goiter. A heaving, podgy
pustule that grows out of your—”

Which was why he was laughing when he finally entered her. There wasn’t
much in the way of room to navigate the mechanics of bam-bam, crank-
crank, but some things didn’t require a ton of finesse.

Sex with Sophie was one of them. She was so inviting, so warm, that he felt
at home the moment he slid into the wet heat of her. She angled her body to
receive him, murmuring only once about how proud she was of nature for
making it possible for even so big and wicked a man as him to fit.

“Now you’re just being mean,” he said, but he was still laughing.

“I won’t ever be mean to you,” she promised and, with an angelic look he
knew was calculated to drive him crazy, added, “At least, not unless you
deserve it.”

There was nothing for it after that but to give her exactly what she
deserved, which was as good an excuse as any to flip the sleeping bag so she
was lying pinned underneath him. The friction and undulations of her hips
against his did most of the work, and with his body on top of hers, gravity
took care of the rest.



As was the case with most things where Sophie was concerned, she made
all the noise she damn well pleased as her body rocked, an orgasm shaking
her. Since Bubbles might take it into her head that those sounds required
investigation—and because the majority of his friends were seated only a few
hundred feet away—he silenced her with a deep, penetrating kiss that echoed
the slide of his cock inside her. He didn’t fully capture her scream that way,
but it still felt amazing, that combination of sound and sensation entering his
body at the same moment he released into hers.

He would have liked to stay that way forever, snuggled inside a sleeping
bag—snuggled inside her—but the snuffling sounds from the corner picked
up with an urgent whimper Harrison recognized. He might not be great at
knowing when Bubbles was trying to alert him to a health hazard yet, but
he’d spent enough time cleaning up puppy messes to realize that now was a
good time to take a quick walk.

“Your timing is worse than a postcoital confessional,” he grumbled to the
animal as he reluctantly unzipped the sleeping bag enough to slip out. At
Sophie’s laugh, he turned to her with an accusing finger. “You should put
that on the brochure, by the way.”

“What? That puppies have to be potty trained even when you’d rather be
fucking the trainer?”

There was that word again—fucking—so incongruously hot on those sweet
lips of hers. Even though his body was still reeling from his orgasm, he could
feel the stirring of interest taking over again.

Especially when she laughed and added, “Sure thing, Harrison. I'll ask Lila
to put that in the next one.”

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll be sound asleep by the time I
come back,” he said, making quick work of discarding the condom and
putting enough clothes on so he wouldn’t lose any limbs to the cold. “I can’t
be held accountable for my actions if you aren’t.”

She sighed with mock heaviness and pulled the sleeping bag up to her chin



like a child hiding from a monster under her bed. “With threats like that, I’'m
not sure I’ll ever sleep again. I guess I'll just have to pay for my sins, won’t
?”

Harrison’s response was a long, hard look that had no power to move her.
As he was rapidly coming to learn, he had no power over her at all.

And to be perfectly honest, he didn’t care one bit. Pain was inevitable, loss
a way of life. For now, he just wanted to enjoy Sophie for as long as he could
manage to hold on.



Chapter 16

As was the case with most things in life, all good things had to come to an
end.

“Um, you know how I mentioned that thing about my mom?” Sophie asked
as she, Harrison, and Bubbles pulled up the road to the Parks farmhouse. All
three of them smelled like stale smoke and looked like dried meat, but that
seemed about right. Camping was serious business. “About how she’s staying
at my house right now?”

Harrison grunted a noncommittal response. To be fair, his attention was
taken up with his truck’s sharp turn into the drive, but he could have at least
provided a yes or a no answer. She wasn’t such a fool that she assumed a few
hot sexual interludes in the wilderness would cure Harrison of his taciturnity
forever, but she’d hoped they’d at least have reached the monosyllabic stage.

Alas, not even the lure of her mighty vagina was that strong. Her
determination to prove the rest of her was that strong, however, compelled
her to keep going.

“According to this series of increasingly outraged texts from Dawn, it
seems she has no intention of leaving anytime soon,” she said. “She’s even
talking about installing one of those beds that pulls down from the wall and
making her stay a prolonged one.”

The truck came crunching to a halt, and Harrison cranked the parking
brake. “Because she’s being overprotective?”

“Well, yes.”



She shifted in her seat, grateful for the need to get Bubbles comfortably out
of the cab. Nothing provided a distraction quite like a puppy. They were a lot
like babies that way. Slinging her bag over one shoulder and her purse over
the other, she scooped the dog up and opened the door. To her surprise,
Harrison was waiting on the other side. Wordlessly, he placed his hands on
either side of her waist and helped her down.

His truck was tall—taller than her Fiat, certainly—but she could have easily
made it down on her own. In fact, this kind of assistance, this careful
solicitude, was the exact thing she resented from anyone related to her by
blood. She was no small, precious thing that needed to be guarded from the
world.

But as Harrison’s hands lingered and his fingers crept down toward her ass,
she felt nothing but a delightfully girlish thrill. To be cherished and protected
because she was perceived as weak was a thing she loathed. To be cherished
and protected because Harrison couldn’t keep his hands off her was
something she could get used to.

Way too used to, if the sudden throb between her legs was any indication.

He set her on the ground with his hands still in place. Sophie had to look up
to meet his gaze, which she did with easy frankness. Just as frankly—but not
as easily—she said, “The reason my mom is being like this is because of you.
She heard about our, um, altercation at knitting circle and decided you were
out to destroy her precious darling.”

A frown touched the corners of Harrison’s mouth. “I was afraid of that.”

“I’m sure this weekend has given her time to cool off, but—"

“You should stay here,” he said, the offer fairly tripping off his tongue.

Those words were exactly what Sophie had been angling for, but she’d
expected to have to put forth a lot more effort first. This weird, old house was
Harrison’s castle, his home. Considering how strongly he’d reacted when
she’d brought out the candles, she’d been prepared to plead her case—and
plead it hard.



With sad, raisin eyes if she had to.

“Only if it’s what you want, I mean,” he added. His hands on her waist
tightened, gripping her almost urgently. “I can’t promise my dad will like
having a houseguest, and it’s hardly the Ritz around here, but you did say
there would be some night training, didn’t you?”

“Well, yes. But—"

“Then there you go,” he said. “We might as well start now.”

“You’re sure you don’t mind?” Her gaze searched his, but she was having a
hard time reading him. The offer sounded sincere enough, but there was
something shifty in the way he made it. It was almost as if he had an ulterior
motive in asking her to stay.

What that motive might be, however, she had no idea.

“I’m sorry.” He dropped his hands from her waist and stepped back. “I
didn’t mean to be pushy. If you don’t want to—"

“No! No, I do.” Sophie put Bubbles into his hands, once again grateful that
the puppy gave her something concrete to do. Her fingers brushed against
Harrison’s as they made the exchange, both of them weirdly fumbling.

Huh. Arguing with this man was easy. Sleeping with him a delight. But for
some reason, this attempt at honest conversation was seriously tripping her
up. The fact that he seemed just as awkward as she did helped her to add, “I
do have one stipulation though.”

“Why do you sound so cautious?”

“Because I don’t think you’ll like it.”

His breath came out as a laugh. “When has that ever stopped you from
doing things your own way before?”

A relieved grin spread across her face. Here, at least, she knew what she
was doing. “Good point. I appreciate the offer to stay here, and I’'m going to
shamelessly take you up on it, but I think I should be in my own bed—my
own room.”

The expression on his face fell with such speed it might have been a



bowling ball dropped from the top of the Space Needle. She leaped forward
to reassure him, to tell him that it wasn’t a personal choice so much as a
professional one, but his dad sauntered out of the front door before she could
get the words out.

“Harrison, I only meant—"

“There you are.” Instead of his usual overalls, Wallace was dressed in thick
black canvas pants and a checked shirt that fit him tighter than his usual garb.
“I’ve been sitting around this house all damn day, waiting for you kids to get
back.”

Harrison swiveled to stare at his dad. “When have you ever cared about my
whereabouts?”

Wallace’s laugh was a cackle. “Never—and I still don’t, so you can get
down off your holy steed. I was talking to Sophie. Do you have a few
minutes before you head home?”

“Actually, [—” she began.

“Dad, I invited Sophie to stay with us for a little while.” Harrison’s voice
was equal parts defiance and trepidation. “I told you early on that she might
need to stay overnight for some of the training, remember?”

Wallace’s face lifted, and he snapped his fingers. “That’s perfect! She can
stay in the bedroom at the top of the stairs. It’s probably dusty as all hell, but
I’'m sure the pair of you can set it to rights in no time.”

Sophie felt more relief than she cared to admit at that invitation. As much
as she would have loved to stay in Harrison’s room—and in his arms—to do
so would push the bounds of what she could reasonably sell to her family.
What happened at the campground on her weekend off stayed at the
campground on her weekend off, but she was technically earning a salary
during the week. Having her own room would make it impossible for her
family to storm the Parks lands in hopes of retrieving their lost damsel.

“Thank you, Wallace. That would be perfect. Since it’s across from
Harrison’s room, we won’t disturb you for the puppy’s night training.”



“Then it’s done.” Wallace clapped. “The room is yours.”

“Wait—what?” Harrison glanced back and forth between them. Sophie had
thought he’d be pleased to find his father such a willing convert to their
cause, but he looked more hurt than anything else. “Are you serious? You’re
giving her your old room? Mom’s old room? Just like that?”

A sinking feeling took over Sophie’s gut. She’d known that bedroom was
weirdly shrine-like, untouched by cleaning products or time, but she’d
assumed it had occasionally been used by the beloved Aunt Caroline.

Not a mother and father. Not a husband and wife.

“It doesn’t have to be that one,” she said quickly, eager to keep the peace.
“I’ll be just as happy on the couch, I promise. Besides, it’ll only be for a few
nights, so it doesn’t really matter where I stay.”

She might as well have not been there for all the attention the two Parks
men paid her.

“Why not?” Wallace asked as he crossed his arms and squared to meet his
son. “It’s been sitting there empty for twenty goddamn years.”

“Twenty-two goddamn years, you mean,” Harrison replied. “But who’s
counting?”

“You, apparently.”

“Oh, right. Because I’'m the weird one here. I’'m the one who forbade
anyone to touch anything in that room after she left.”

“I never said that.”

“Yes, you did. You said it all the time.” Harrison lifted the puppy in a
protective curl against his chest. He didn’t even seem to notice that Bubbles
took an equally protective pose, her eyes appraising Wallace as if trying to
decide whether or not he was about to disturb her beloved master. “You said
it on birthdays. You said it on holidays. You said it when I graduated. In fact,
you said it anytime I showed the least desire to move on with my life.”

“I don’t remember—”

“Leave it, you said. Leave it all. I like it this way.”



The older man looked uncomfortably away. “Well, you should have known
better than to listen to me.”

“I was a kid! Listening to you wasn’t really optional.”

It seemed prudent for Sophie to intervene. Whatever her family’s problems,
they paled in comparison to the emotion pulsing between these two hard,
stubborn men. “I didn’t mean to start anything, you two. Honestly. Why
don’t I head home, and we’ll revisit this plan later? You guys can probably
use the space.”

“You’re staying here,” Harrison said, turning his attention to her. His eyes
were hard, but they softened as they landed on her. “You can’t abandon me
yet, Sophie. Please.”

“Yeah, you’re staying here.” Wallace sounded just as determined, though
without the intensity that was exuding off Harrison in waves. “It’s my house,
and I’ll invite whoever I damn well please to stay in it.”

Sophie looked back and forth between them, a smile playing at her lips
despite the gravity of the conversation. They were literally fighting for the
same thing, and neither one of them seemed to notice the irony of it.

“With such polite offers from you both, how can I refuse?” she said
sweetly. “I’ll call my sisters and have one of them bring me a bag. But I’'ll be
staying on the couch until you can work something better out between you.
I’m not about to sleep in a room that hasn’t been touched in over two
decades. I didn’t want to have to admit it to two such robust outdoorsmen as
yourselves, but I’'m scared of ghosts.”

“The devil you are,” Harrison said, watching her. “You aren’t scared of
anything.”

“Of this kind of ghost?” she asked. Of the past, of the woman who
somehow broke these two glorious, hardheaded men? “Are you kidding? I’'m
terrified.”



Despite her most earnest protestations, Sophie ended up in Harrison’s
bedroom. The weird embargo on the room that had belonged to his mother
stayed in place, but instead of letting her crash on the couch like she wanted,
he insisted she take the privacy and comfort of his room instead.

“That couch is too damn lumpy,” he’d said as though it were the clincher in
the argument.

It had been another one of those moments that could have easily riled her
temper—she was just as capable of sleeping on lumps as the next girl, thank
you very much—but Harrison’s motives had been nothing but chivalrous.
Well, mostly.

It’s the least I can do after subjecting you to all that.

I mean it—there could be things living in that couch that no human should
have to cohabitate with.

Goddammit, Sophie, would you stop being difficult and just do as I ask for
once?

With such obvious displays of affection on the table, she had no choice but
to relent. Besides, there was something so deliciously forbidden about being
invited into the place where Harrison Parks slept. Unlike the rest of the
house, it was cozy and neat and incredibly like him. The wallpaper was a
more masculine blue pinstripe than the faded florals in the hallway, and the
floors had been meticulously sanded and redone sometime in the past decade.
She’d almost expected him to go for sleek metallics and modern fixtures, but
all the pieces had the worn look of well-loved furniture—antiques, probably,
and as old as the house itself.

It was, she realized, a glimpse at what this house could be, if only it were
allowed to recover from whatever blight had placed it in a time warp oh so
many years ago. Twenty-two so many years ago, most likely.

A knock sounded at the door before she could make the mistake—or
delight—of snooping through Harrison’s drawers. Assuming it was one of
her sisters with a suitcase full of clothes and toiletries, she sprang from the



bed to answer it. With any luck, it would be Dawn. Lila was a gem of a sister,
and Sophie wouldn’t trade her for the world, but she’d probably pack things
like full-length flannel nightgowns to ward off chills and the retainer Sophie
hadn’t worn since she was eighteen. Dawn could be trusted to throw in
something with straps or lace. Possibly both.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said as she pulled on the handle only to
stop and find herself facing the tall, sparse frame of Wallace Parks.

“Doubt it” came his prompt reply. He peered around the door as if to ensure
she was alone. Finding that she was, he added, “I came to ask you a favor.”

“Of course.”

She gestured for him to follow her inside. From the surprised way he took
in the sight of his son’s room, it was obvious he hadn’t been in there in some
time—if ever. It seemed strange to her, this disinterest so intense it bordered
on the perverse, but there was obviously a lot about this family she didn’t
understand.

Wallace was careful to close the door behind him, sealing the two of them
alone in the quiet of the room. He looked distinctly uncomfortable, casting
furtive glances to each of the corners as if expecting a hiding shadow to
pounce, so Sophie did her best to put him at ease.

“I can’t thank you enough for letting me stay here for a bit,” she said with
what she hoped was calm friendliness. She sat on the bed, the soft mattress
sinking under her weight. “I know it’s not always pleasant, having a virtual
stranger drop in and tell you all the work that needs to be done on your home

»

“Work?” Wallace’s voice was sharp with suspicion. “What do you mean,
work? You already put all those damn plastic things in the outlets and made it
impossible to pee in the middle of the night. What else is there to do?”

She’d never be able to say what prompted her to reply the way she did, but
she repressed a smile and said, “I’d like to put tablecloths out, if you don’t
mind. They really improve the appearance of a room, don’t you think?”



Wallace’s only response was to harrumph, which told her everything she
needed to know.

“Oh my,” she said. “You totally like Bubbles now, don’t you?”

He didn’t meet her eye. “She’s all right.”

“With that adorable little face...”

“I still think she looks like a rat.”

“And those tiny clacking paws...”

“Keeps me up all night.”

“And the way Harrison has fallen completely and totally in love with
her...”

Wallace blinked, and just like that, he relaxed. He didn’t go so far as to sit
in the leather club chair in the corner, but his shoulders came down and some
of the heavy lines of his face sagged. “She’s been good for him, hasn’t she?”

“I think so, yes.”

“You both have.” Wallace spoke with the certainty of a man who was
accustomed to having his word accepted as law—a fact borne out when he
didn’t give Sophie time to do more than blush and struggle to come up with
an appropriate reply. “You’re good at people, right? At women people?”

Her embarrassment quickly gave way to laughter, but she was careful to
suppress it. As delightful as it was to laugh at Harrison, she doubted that
approach would prove as effective with his father.

“I’m pretty good at women people, yes. My whole family is.” Almost as an
apology, she added, “In addition to one very opinionated mother, I have two
very opinionated sisters. My poor dad has been dominated by femininity for
as long as I can remember.”

Wallace nodded as though this made perfect sense. He didn’t, however,
speak.

“Um. Is there a woman in your life?” she prodded. “One you’re...seeing?”

He cast her a sharp-eyed glance. “What do you know about it?”

To tell him that she and Harrison had witnessed him gallivanting through



Spokane dressed to impress would only fluster the poor man, so she said the
only other thing that made sense—the truth.

“You seem happy.”

His face folded in a smile, the deep lines around his eyes crinkling in the
process. “I am happy.” The smile disappeared as easily as it had come. “I
should say I could be happy. I’'m not so sure I deserve it.”

Her heartstrings gave a strong tug. “What’s her name?”

“Minerva.”

“Oh, that’s a lovely name.” Sophie patted the mattress next to her. “Where
did you meet? Online? A dating app?”

He didn’t take her invitation—or her bait. “How we met isn’t important.
And I don’t need your advice on any of that other stuff...the love stuff. The
thing is, I want to buy her something big, something nice. But not jewelry.”

“No, that’s much too cliché,” she agreed gravely.

“And not flowers.”

“They never last.”

He shifted from one foot to the other. “I was thinking a puppy might make
a nice present, but I don’t know what kind to get. You know women and
puppies. What do you think?”

Sophie thought quite a few things, not the least of which was that a dog
made a terrible gift unless you knew with absolute certainty it would be
welcomed. Dropping an animal with a bow around its neck on a person was
akin to leaving a baby in a basket on their front doorstep.

“I don’t know, Wallace, a pet is an awfully big commitment.”

Instead of taking offense at her words, Wallace perked. “Yes, that’s it. A
commitment.”

“I mean, are you sure she even wants a pet?”

That one got to him. “Well, of course I do,” he said. “I’m not a born idiot.”

“Yes but wanting a pet and being able to take care of one are two different
things.”



“Now see here, young lady!” Wallace puffed up his chest and lowered his
brow, looking so much like Harrison, Sophie was hard put not to laugh. “I
asked for your advice, not your opinion. If you must know, Minerva and I are
going to move in together. I’ll be the one doing most of the cleaning and
feeding, so all I wanted to know is what kind of creature she might like that
won’t keep me up all goddamn night with its howls and clackety claws.”

Sophie choked. “Something more along the lines of a Great Dane,
perhaps?”

Wallace relaxed. “Now you’re talking.”

As much fun as it would have been to provide Wallace with a list of puppy
options, there was a part of his speech that left her unsettled.

“Um, when you say you’re going to move in together, do you mean...” She
cast a careful look around Harrison’s room.

“This old dump?” Wallace laughed, though there was a caginess to his gaze
that made her feel he had more fondness for this house than he let on. Which,
to be fair, seemed about on par for a Parks man. God forbid one of them
admit to such a normal thing as emotional attachment to an old family home.
“No. Too many bad memories. We want a fresh start.”

Her next question wasn’t any easier. “Does Harrison know?”

“No!” Wallace’s head jerked up with a start. “And you’re not to go telling
him, understand? Nothing is finalized yet. Not but what he’ll be glad to see
the back of me... We don’t get on. We never have.”

On the contrary, Sophie had a suspicion that they were as tied to each other
as two people possibly could be. Oh, they were grumpy and antagonistic, and
both obviously liked to have things their own way, but they were all each
other had. With the exception of Aunt Caroline and the occasional helping
hand from Oscar, neither one had mentioned another friend or relative who’d
stepped up to help a struggling single father raise his diabetic son.

In fact, they’d been alone together for so long, she doubted they were aware
just how weirdly codependent they’d become.



No one knew that kind of relationship better than Sophie. When sacrifices
were made—when one life was put on hold for the sake of another—it was
impossible to just pack up and move on. No matter how much you might
want to.

“I think he has a right to know,” Sophie said gently. “It’s as much his life as
yours.”

Wallace pointed a gnarled finger at her. “If you say so much as a word to
him, young lady...”

“You’ll what?” Her voice took on a hint of the steel that had been
appearing so much in Parks company lately. “Let me remind you that I don’t
work for you, or even for your son. I work for Oscar.”

Wallace’s internal struggle was visible on every line of his face. His lips
twitched and twisted and finally turned flat. “Please,” he said. “I’m asking as
a personal favor. I’ll tell him the moment my plans are finalized, I promise.”

Had he turned surly or made more of those gruff demands, Sophie might
have been able to stand her ground. That bleak look, however, and that plea
in his voice...

She sighed. “The moment they’re finalized,” she warned.

“Word of a Parks,” he promised. Before she had time to wonder just what
she’d gotten herself into, he added, “Well?”

“Um. Well, what?”

He released an exasperated sigh. “What kind of dog should I get for
Minerva? Something friendly but not too friendly. Clean and low-
maintenance. And none of that messy shedding everywhere, yeah?”

She splayed her hands helplessly. Although she might be comfortable
selecting service animals for clients with very specialized health and
professional needs, she had no idea what to tell him. What she wanted to say
—that he couldn’t move out without at least talking to his son first—was
clearly off the table.

“A cat,” she finally said.



“Eh?”

“What you’re describing isn’t a dog—it’s a cat. And not a kitten either.
You want one of those gnarly old ones from the animal shelter that everyone
else overlooks because it has one eye and mangy fur and hates children.”

“I do?”

“Yes. Those cats need good homes more than kittens, and they’re almost
always well-trained. They practically take care of themselves.”

She’d half expected Wallace to be up in arms at her suggestion, but he
nodded and scratched his grizzled chin. “A cat. Yes, a cat. With one eye and
a terrible personality. She’ll love that.”

Sophie wasn’t sure whether that was a point for or against Minerva’s taste,
but she merely echoed, “She’ll love that.”

With a cackle and a wink, Wallace turned to leave. “Of course. After all,
she chose me, didn’t she?”



Chapter 17

“What the hell did Sophie do to your father?”

Harrison turned at the sound of Oscar’s voice. The older man strode across
the wildfire training grounds. It was impossible—and ill-advised—to set fire
to actual trees, so most of their training included mock scenarios played out
over this huge expanse of land attached to the Department of Natural
Resources offices.

Oscar halted when he reached Harrison, who was holding a clipboard in
one hand and a pen in the other. He also had Bubbles strapped to his chest,
which was, of course, what Oscar zeroed in on first.

“Never mind. The real question is, what the hell did Sophie do to you?”

Harrison felt none of the irritation he expected from such of a question.
Strange though it seemed, he was starting to feel more uncomfortable without
the puppy than he did with her. He supposed that was the inevitable outcome
of spending almost twenty-four hours a day with someone. You grew
attached.

He glanced over to where Sophie had seated herself on a folding chair near
the edge of the field and smiled.

You grew very attached.

One week of this woman living under his roof and he’d come to depend on
her in ways that were both alluring and terrifying. Yes, she’d dragged him to
a dodgeball practice or two. And, yes, he’d sat through the infamous beer
choir, which turned out to be a group of about twenty drunk millennials



discussing craft brews and signing show tunes.

The promised social whirlwind hadn’t been nearly as unpleasant as he’d
feared, especially since it had the benefit of distracting him from Sophie’s
constant proximity—a proximity she refused to consider anything but work
related.

While we’re together under this roof, she’d said, consider me officially on
the clock. As was the case with Bubbles, he wasn’t allowed to pet her during
training hours, had to treat her more like a coworker than a friend.

Which, as it turned out, was a thing he was weirdly okay with. The agony
of not having her naked and underneath him was offset by the simple joy he
felt when she stood humming in the kitchen as she made coffee. Or how she
littered the bathroom sink with lotions and potions he’d rather not examine
too closely. Her presence in that house was so natural, so comfortable, it
made his chest grow tight to think that he’d somehow lived for so many
decades without her in it.

Or that he might somehow have to do it again.

“Go ahead,” he said to Oscar, forcing himself to focus on the man standing
in front of him. Sophie might only be on loan to him, but Oscar was the sort
of fixture that never left. “Light something on fire. Anything on fire.”

Oscar made the motion of patting himself down and shrugged. “I seem to
have forgotten my arson kit at home. Is she comfortable like that? She
doesn’t look very comfortable.”

“I’m serious. I’m sure you have a lighter or something. Here—ignite this
stick.”

Oscar eyed him warily but complied with the request, extracting a Zippo
from one of his vest pockets. “Will this do? And aren’t we supposed to be
training people to be more careful with their outdoor fires?”

“Just do it.”

It took a few tries for Oscar to get a flame going on the slightly damp stick
Harrison had handed him, but if there was one thing his boss knew, it was



how blazes worked. He brandished the smoldering flame like a torch, wafting
it back and forth in front of the puppy. Bubbles twitched, but she didn’t seem
overly distressed. In fact, her nose twitched in recognition of the familiar
smoke scent—and then she dismissed it as something unworthy of her
attention.

“Well, shit.” Oscar waved the stick a little closer. “She barely seems to
notice it.”

Harrison nodded, his heart swelling with pride at everything Bubbles had
overcome. He found it hard to believe he’d once thought he needed a big,
ferocious dog to do the job. A big dog didn’t have to work to be strong. A big
dog didn’t have to fight to earn respect. This tiny, scrappy thing had been
required to put in five times the effort right from the get-go, and she’d done it
even when she quaked in fear.

She was a badass, this little one. And she was his.

“It’s not a perfect system yet,” Harrison admitted. “And we won’t know
how she reacts in the middle of a real forest fire until she’s in one, but I’'m
beginning to think we may have reached a compromise.”

“Is that a hint for me to clear you for duty?” Oscar asked.

Harrison laughed. “Well, it wasn’t, but if you want to take it that way...”

He didn’t actually expect it to work. He’d spent enough time under Oscar’s
leadership to know that nothing would move that man—he was like a rock
that way. But there was a softening in Oscar’s expression, a small crack in his
armor.

Finally.

Or so he thought. Oscar scratched his chin and cast a glance over
Harrison’s shoulder, quelling his optimism with “I’m leaving that up to
Sophie. As soon as she thinks you two are ready, I’ll schedule a date to bring
the air force team in. That’ll be a good test for you both.”

Harrison didn’t bother to stop his groan. If Oscar was an unmovable rock,
then Sophie was a whole fucking mountain. Like Bubbles, her small stature



and air of fragility were deceptive. He’d battle a dozen rabid Great Danes
before he’d willingly tackle her.

“Well, Sophie?” Oscar asked, all geniality. Harrison didn’t have to turn to
know Sophie was walking up behind him. He could practically feel the air
vibrating around her. “What’s the word on our boy here? Is he ready to get
working again?”

“I don’t know about the boy, but the puppy seems A-OK for duty.”

“Wait—really?” He spun, unable to keep the joy from his face.

She shrugged. “Sure. I told you the pair of you have natural chemistry, and
you’ve both worked really hard these past few weeks. Starting Monday, I
don’t see why you can’t step up the fire exposure. You just have to promise
you’ll slow down and step away if she starts to show signs of distress. You
can undo months of hard work that way.”

As delighted as he was to hear that he wasn’t going to have to fight a dozen
rabid Great Danes to get what he wanted, Harrison frowned. “I’m not a
monster. Of course I’'m not going to push her too hard if she’s upset.”

Sophie laughed and held up her hands. “Don’t shoot. I forgot how much
you love that little dog.”

She was mocking him again. “I never said I loved her.”

“You started knitting her a sweater, Harrison. If that’s not love, I don’t
know what is.”

“So far, all I’'ve managed is half of a crooked scarf.”

“You let her choose the color.”

“Of course I did. I don’t know what looks good on a goddamned dog.”

Sophie’s eyes twinkled. “He and Bubbles get the all-clear from me, Oscar.
Let them loose to do their thing.”

Harrison had been under the impression that he and Sophie had doing a
pretty good job of keeping their relationship from showing, but Oscar
watched their interaction with narrowing suspicion in his eyes. Sleeping with
Sophie probably ranked up there with hurting Sophie in terms of Oscar’s



ultimatum, so Harrison decided to change the subject.

“What were you saying about my dad?” he asked.

“Eh?”

“Earlier, when you walked up, you asked me what Sophie had done to my
dad.” Harrison paused. “If it’s about the candles, you’re asking the wrong
guy. She’s turned him into some kind of essential oil convert. I have no idea
how.”

“It wasn’t difficult,” Sophie said primly. “You should never overlook the
healing properties of aromatherapy.”

Oscar chuckled, but he shook his head. “No, that’s not it. I asked him out
for a drink last night, but he turned me down. He said he had plans. I can’t
remember the last time he had plans.”

“Maybe he had a date,” Sophie suggested.

Harrison snorted, recalling her ridiculous Tinder suspicions from earlier,
but Oscar turned to her with interest. “You think? I was wondering the same
thing.”

“Wait—what?” Harrison asked.

“Um.” Sophie was careful not to meet Harrison’s eye. “It wouldn’t be too
weird, would it? I mean, he’s not that old.”

“Old, no. A miserable old bastard, yes.”

“He has been looking awfully...sunny lately,” Oscar admitted. “And when
I went to visit him at the bar a few weeks back—you know, Harrison, when
you said he’d gone out early in the morning—he wasn’t there. Meg says
she’s been seeing a lot less of him these days.”

“Aw. Maybe he feels sunny,” Sophie suggested.

Both Oscar and Harrison laughed at that.

“Sorry, Sophie, but Wallace Parks hasn’t been anything but doom and
gloom since VHS tapes stopped being a thing. Come to think of it, Harrison,
neither have you.”

There was Oscar’s look of suspicion again, all narrowed eyes and furrowed



brow.

“He’s not wrong,” Harrison said with a grunt designed to allay suspicion.
“Digital streaming is just another way for the government to keep tabs on
your movements.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is either way. He’s a grown man. If he wants
to date someone and be happy, I think he should do exactly that.” Sophie
reached for Harrison’s shoulders in a move he misinterpreted as a gesture of
affection. He stiffened, but she only reached for the buckle of his sling strap
to unhook the dog.

The effect of this exchange, however, seemed to work wonders on Oscar’s
suspicions. Harrison and Sophie laughing together might put up all his red
flags, but Harrison awkwardly shying away from any and all physical contact
was right on par with what the man expected from him.

He stood still and let Sophie finish extracting the dog, careful to look as
unpleasant and annoyed as possible.

“What are you doing with her?” he asked with a quick glance at his watch.
“It’s nearing five o’clock—quitting time. Unless you wanted to run through
those training exercises one more time, we should be done for the week.”

“Oh, I know,” she said with her usual cheerful calm—that same cheerful
calm that disregarded everything he said and did. “But I’d like her to explore
the training grounds once or twice while not attached to you. You don’t mind,
do you, Oscar?”

He waved her off with a fond smile, thus confirming Harrison’s belief that
Oscar too was incapable of telling that woman no. Whether it made him feel
better or worse, however, he wasn’t prepared to say. While it was nice to
know he was no anomaly, it would have been nice to have at least one person
out there who could be trusted not to fall under her spell.

“Monday morning, Harrison,” Oscar said to him, all signs of that indulgent
softness gone from sight. “Nine o’clock. Don’t make me regret this.”

“No, sir.”



Oscar looked as though he had more to say—or perhaps he was reluctant to
leave Harrison and Sophie alone—but he eventually took off, heading
through the field to where his Suburban was parked in the lot.

Harrison waited until the car had pulled away before turning to Sophie.
“Are we really going to walk Bubbles around out here, or was that a ruse to
get rid of Oscar?”

“Um. A ruse, obviously. The second Bubbles is off the clock, that means I
am t0o0.”

“Why does that matter—" he began, but there was no need to finish. One
look at Sophie supplied all the answer he needed. She licked her lips in what
had to be deliberate leisure, making it impossible for him to look away from
the soft, gently parted plumpness.

He took a wide step back. “Oh no you don’t.”

“What?” she asked. “I didn’t say a word.”

“Oscar knows there’s something between us. He can tell.”

“Can he? I wonder how.”

“You know very well how. Ever since you started staying at the house,
you’ve been exuding sex at me.”

Those oh-so-plump lips parted in a laugh. “I’ve been exuding sex?”

“At me,” he added, lest she forget the most important part of that
accusation. Sex appeal in a woman who looked like her was no mystery, but
the fact that it was unfurling his direction was. It was as though tendrils of
ivy were wrapping around him, drawing him closer and closer until he had no
chance of escape.

A gorgeous plant, ivy, but destructive as all hell.

She did it now with a firm step in his direction, careful of the puppy who
lay obediently at their feet. The tugging started in his gut, a churning of
desire that worked up to his throat and choked him from the inside. From
there, it moved lower, drawing him inexorably forward.

“No one has ever accused me of exuding sex before,” she said, her voice a



low purr. “How am I doing it?”

“We can start with this ridiculous thing you’re wearing,” he said, since it
seemed as good a place to start as any. It also seemed as good a place to
touch as any, so he slipped a hand out to grab her about the waist—which, as
any man with eyes in his head and blood in his veins would notice, was stark
bare. “Where is the rest of your shirt, young lady?”

She giggled and arched into his touch, allowing his palm to slide down the
gently sloping softness of her back. He stopped just above the line of her
jeans. “It’s called a crop top, Harrison. All the kids are wearing them these
days.”

He highly doubted it. Whatever seductress of a designer had come up with
this shirt obviously had a woman built like Sophie in mind. There wasn’t a
whole lot of skin showing between the high waist of her jeans and the tightly
fitting black shirt, but what was there was bound by two straps that crossed
over her belly button and drew in the narrowest part of her waist.

He fingered one of those straps now, over and under the fabric, pulling it
out just far enough to snap it back into place. Sophie gasped, but she
followed this up by tugging his lower lip between her teeth and giving back
as good as he gave.

“If Oscar knew what kinds of things I want to do to you, he’d have me
killed,” Harrison muttered.

“Such a scaredy-cat,” she teased.

There was no use denying it. He was scared of Oscar. He was scared of
Sophie. Hell, he was scared of himself—particularly of how quickly he was
casting aside every scruple he’d ever had for a chance at feeling this woman
in his arms again.

“What are some of the things you want to do, by the way?” she asked as
she coiled her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. “You should tell
me. In explicit detail.”

He gave up on trying to keep his hands above her waist and tugged the



front of her jeans until her pelvis lined up with his. The sweet agony of
sensation rocketing through his groin caused him to groan.

“Nice try,” he said. “The only thing I’m going to do to you is put you in my
truck and take you home.”

She jolted back. “Home?” Her voice was small and her frown intense.
“What for? I thought it was going well—the training, the cohabitating.”

He realized his mistake almost immediately. To him, home meant only one
place—the same place it had always been, whether for good or bad or, as was
more often the case, terrible. Since Sophie had been staying there, however,
he’d found himself seeing it with a more optimistic eye. It was rundown as all
hell, yes, and there was no mistaking that it contained memories that should
have been exorcised a long time ago, but she could make even a backwoods
cave feel like the only place he wanted to be.

To her, however, home meant Spokane. It meant her mother and sisters. It
meant those people who loved her and underestimated her in equal
proportions.

Although how they could go twenty-six years of living with this woman
and not see how superior she was to every other goddamn person on the
planet, he had no idea.

“Home,” he repeated more firmly this time. He moved his hands around to
her backside, forcing their hips into more perfect alignment. The rounded
softness of her ass filled his hands, and he realized that he probably wasn’t
going to make it the entire twenty-minute drive home. “But you wanted to
show Bubbles around here first, didn’t you?”

He released her, causing her to blink up at him in some perplexity, but he
took her by the hand before she could misunderstand. “I think she should see
inside the DNR building, don’t you? Especially my office.”

“Your office? But—"

“But isn’t the building empty?” he asked. “Yes, it is. I, however, have a
key. We’ll be all alone in there.”



“Oh,” she said and, with dawning understanding, “oh.”

“If you don’t like it, you have nothing to blame but that shirt,” he added.
“Why can’t you wear sweatpants like a normal person? Have you ever
noticed that no matter what you have on, there’s always at least one part of
your body on display?”

She giggled and allowed herself to be pulled across the field, Bubbles
trailing happily in their wake. “Do I? How strange.”

“Not strange,” he grunted. “Torture.”

The Department of Natural Resources didn’t employ very many full-time
employees. It was something he’d often lamented in the past, especially when
trying to get any kind of equipment budget passed, but he could only be
grateful for it today. Everyone had already gone home for the evening and,
given the time of year, weren’t likely to return until morning.

“I didn’t know you had an office here,” Sophie said as he let them in the
front door and flicked on the reception lights. “Poor Oscar only has a tiny
room, so I figured space was at a premium.”

“I should probably warn you that my office is more like a dark hole I’ve
claimed as my own,” he said. He still had her hand firmly in his—and had no
intention of letting go anytime soon. At her look of surprise, he released a
gruff laugh, “I’m the guy they send out to the front lines, Sophie, not some
goddamn executive. Between July and October, I’m lucky to sleep in my own
bed for more than a week at a time. And the season can last through the end
of the year if they loan me out to California, which they almost always do.”

“I know, but you said—"

“I lied.”

“Well, that wasn’t very nice of you. I was hoping for a quickie on your
desk. You implied there would be a quickie on your desk.”

He’d just lied. He’d just admitted that for six months out of the year, he
was practically nonexistent. And Sophie’s only disappointment was that she
wasn’t going to get tossed over his desk?



“Oh, there’s not going to be anything quick about what’s about to happen to
you,” he promised, and hoisted her over his shoulder.

Bubbles took instant exception to this action with a bark of protest, but
Harrison wasn’t about to unload such a delightful burden. Sophie’s upper half
hung over his back, her ass in the air and right on level with his head. She
kicked ineffectively at him, laughing and protesting to be put down, but
Harrison only tightened his hold.

“I’m getting really tired of the two of you telling me what to do,” he said.
He tried to keep his voice authoritative and stern, but it was impossible. He’d
never felt less authoritative or stern in his life. He lowered himself—and
Sophie—just enough to scoop Bubbles into his arms and carried the pair of
them to the far end of the hall. “For the next hour, you’re both going to do
exactly as I say.”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a laugh that made it impossible for him to buy her
obedience. She proved it two seconds later when he set her down and tugged
at a cord dangling from the ceiling. A pair of seldom-used stairs floated
down, beckoning the pair of them into an open panel above their heads.
“Wait—are you about to lure me into an unused attic where no one can hear
me scream? I should probably warn you...I’ve read that horror story. I know
how it ends.”

“It is pretty dark up there,” he admitted, suddenly feeling unsure. “And
dusty. And not...glamorous.”

“Hey.” Her hand touched his arm. “You don’t have to do that. What is it?
Some kind of storage?”

He nodded, more grateful than he could say that she was making this easy
on him. She always did that—pushed when he needed it, stopped pushing
when he needed it more. “It’s where they keep a lot of the out-of-date
equipment that the state refuses to get rid of.”

She smiled. “That sounds promising. Hefty hoses and fire poles and all
that.”



“It’s not that kind of equipment. It’s mostly filing cabinets.”

The mention of filing cabinets and dust should have had Sophie running for
the hills—and taking Bubbles with her—but she seemed to sense that there
was more to that upstairs hole than he was letting on. “I’d like to see it. May
?”

He nodded and watched as she swung a leg onto the bottom step and
fearlessly made her way up the rickety contraption. It creaked and groaned a
protest, but that didn’t seem to stop her. Harrison had a nice view of her ass
as she neared the top, and then a quick glimpse of her ankles before she
disappeared altogether.

She didn’t appear to be making any sounds of disgust, so he grabbed
Bubbles and followed her up the steps. They creaked in even greater protest
to his weight, but he’d been coming here for close on sixteen years now.
They’d always held him before.

He paused on the landing to allow his eyes a moment to adjust. A skylight
provided a beam of sunshine in one corner, highlighting dusty motes that
danced in the air, but other than that, there was no lighting up here. No
electricity, no running water, no real walls, even. Bare studs and rough
floorboards were all that had been done to make this space usable.

“You have a bed up here,” Sophie said without looking over at him.

He grunted. It wasn’t a bed so much as an old mattress laid in one corner
and heaped with blankets, but he’d slept in it enough for it to count.

She drew closer to the sunlit corner, her head tilted at a curious angle as she
took in the rest. “You have books. And a flashlight. And snacks.”

He grunted again, but it was more of a chuckle this time. Sophie didn’t
sound the least appalled at how pathetic that list sounded for a grown-ass man
of thirty. She cast a look back at him over her shoulder. “Why, Harrison
Parks. Is this your secret clubhouse?”

He set Bubbles on the ground and gave her permission to sniff out the area.
“I know. It’s pretty sad, right?”



Her eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? I always wanted a secret
clubhouse. My dad built a playhouse one year and put it up in the backyard,
but there was nothing secret about it. Either Lila or Dawn or, most of the
time, one of Dawn’s boyfriends, was holed up inside. God, they used to
smoke so much pot in there.”

Harrison’s chuckle was impossible to subdue that time. “Sounds a lot more
exciting than this place.”

She returned her attention to the small bookcase that contained most of his
reading materials. “What is it, exactly?”

Even though she couldn’t see him, he shrugged. There was something
comforting in making that gesture, as if he was robbing this place of its
significance. “At first? A place to crash. I started working here when I was
really young, just fourteen, so having a bed that wasn’t under my dad’s roof
was everything to me. I’d sleep here whenever we had a fight. Which, to be
honest, was pretty much every day.”

As usual, Sophie cut straight to the heart of the matter. “Do you still use
it?”

He shrugged again, but it was less comforting this time. “Yeah. It’s stupid,
but I like it. There aren’t...” He paused. As usual, finding the right words to
express himself was a challenge. This is where he’d usually give up and close
off, finding it easier to retreat than to keep struggling. It still would be easier,
but he wanted to try. Sophie deserved nothing less. “I don’t have many places
that are just mine.”

She nodded her understanding. Now that she’d lived inside his house, she
knew. For decades, it had been a cold place, a dead place, a place no rational
person would choose to be.

Until you walked through the door.

“Oscar gave me this place as a kind of present,” Harrison said, his voice
thick. “He knew I needed to get away and clear my head sometimes, so he
gave me a key to the building and made sure everyone knows this place is



off-limits.”

She whirled, her lips parted in surprise. “You mean to tell me that no one
else has been up here in sixteen years?”

He nodded.

“Yet you brought me?”

He nodded again.

“But...” Her eyes remained wide, a question burning inside them. It would
have been easy to wave that question away—to pull her into his arms and
distract her with how comfortable and warm that mattress could be—but she
needed to hear this. She needed to know.

“You’ve been trying to push past my walls since the day you met me,” he
said and extended his arms wide. “Well, this is what I’ve been hiding. It’s a
little stark and a lot underwhelming, but it’s all I’ve got.”

Sophie didn’t say a word. Disappointment began to take shape in the back
of his throat, but she took a step forward and placed a hand on his cheek.
“Thank you,” she said.

And that was all.

It was exactly what he needed to hear. Not pity and not enthusiasm—not
even an awkward change of subject. Just gratitude.

His own gratitude took the form of a kiss. Given the imposed chastity of the
past week, it would have been so easy for that kiss to become frantic and
desperate, for his need to have this woman in his arms pushing aside all other
considerations.

But he didn’t feel frantic. He didn’t feel desperate. He just felt whole.

She responded to the kiss by melting into him. Her body was pliable and
warm, her mouth a soft place for him to land. He didn’t know what to do with
such a gift—with the offering she gave him every time she opened up and let
him in—but she did.

“And here I thought you were just bringing me up here to ravish me,” she
said, smiling up at him. The upturn of her lips filled his heart, the happiness



in her eyes impossible to ignore.

Laughter. That was the one thing this place needed, what it had been
missing all those years.

It was what had been missing from his heart too.

“I guess that’s what I get for jumping to conclusions,” she added. “Your
way is a lot better.”

He answered her laugh with one of his own. Almost immediately, the attic
began to feel airier, lighter. More like home. “Ravishing you can still be on
the menu, if you want,” he said. “In fact, there’s nothing I’d like to do more.”

“Yes, please.”

It was all the invitation he needed. The moment was right to put the
mattress to good use, but Bubbles had taken up a patient perch right in the
middle. Harrison didn’t have the heart to move her, nor did it seem all that
important—not when Sophie was standing right in front of him.

He sank to his knees and grabbed her by the hips. Sophie’s surprised gasp
lasted only a second before it transformed into an enthusiastic murmur of
appreciation.

“I’m going to need you to remove these jeans,” he said, his voice rough
with desire. “Ravishing requires nothing less.”

She eyed him with a kind of laughing disbelief, but she obeyed him all the
same. “I thought it was the shirt you took exception to,” she said as she
unbuttoned her jeans and began sliding them down over her hips. Her
underwear had taken a drastic turn for the scandalous since their camping
trip, today’s offering some kind of red lace contraption it looked like he could
tear with his teeth.

He decided, right then and there, to do just that—especially once Sophie
took her time unzipping her little black ankle boots and tossing them to the
floor.

“I hope you aren’t too attached to these panties,” he warned.

“Well, actually, I—”



The rest of her sentence was lost in her squeal of delight as he pulled her
forward using both his hands and his teeth—his hands cupping the sweet
curves of her ass, his teeth caught on the upper band of the lace panties.

Then he tugged. Hard.

The sound of his teeth ripping through delicate fabric was oddly satisfying,
especially when it was followed by Sophie’s low moan. Her hands dropped to
his head, those perfect fingernails scraping against his scalp as she threaded
her fingers through the strands. A tingling sensation worked down his spine,
not stopping until the rest of his body quivered alongside it.

“This is Chantilly lace, I’ll have you know,” she said as he managed a
particularly good tear. One more tug, and he’d have reached the gusset—not
to mention the hot apex of her thighs. “From La Perla.”

“I don’t know what any of those words mean, and I sure as hell don’t care
right now.”

Sophie laughed and tightened her hold on his hair. “You silver-tongued
devil, you.”

He tugged one last time. “You have no idea.”

He made quick work of the tattered remnants of her panties, sliding them
down her naked thighs and tossing them to the ground below. Sophie was a
glory to behold from any angle, but there was something about this one that
set him over the edge. Her legs were long and impossibly smooth. They met
in a perfect V of dark curls, already damp with desire, which was where he
focused his attention now.

His tongue might not be silver tipped when it came to talking about his
feelings, but he didn’t need it to be. Not when he was about to taste her.

Running his hands up either side of her right leg, he began his siege there.
A soft kiss on the skin above her knee elicited a gasp—a sound that
intensified as he worked his way up, pressing tongue and teeth against the
suppleness of her upper thigh. She showed a tendency to wriggle, a thing he
had to combat by holding her more firmly in place and parting her legs to



give himself better access.

“Cold,” she said with a gasp as he opened her legs and held her there,
blowing a long, slow breath against her damp heat. “I can feel everything
when you do that.”

Yes. She needed to feel everything—mnot just in a physical sense, but in
every other possible meaning of the word. Feel me on my knees before you.
Feel me tasting every part of you. Feel me begging you to extend this moment
into infinity.

“Good,” he said and lifted her leg even more. With one swift movement, he
had her thigh hitched over his shoulder. Most of her weight shifted over to
him, a feeling he gloried in much more than he probably should have. “Now
hold still, will you? I want to do this right.”

“You can’t possibly hold me—" she began, but he could and he did.

With one hand pressed flat against her bare belly, he anchored her in place.
He also anchored himself to her with a kiss pressed at the juncture of her
thighs. One taste, one lick, one swirl of his tongue against her clit, and all
arguments came to an end.

She whimpered and arched her back, causing her legs to open wider and
allow him better access to the sweet heat of her.

“Oh, dear,” she moaned as his kisses intensified, his tongue seeking
purchase everywhere it landed. “Harrison, I think I changed my mind about
that ravishing thing. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

He paused long enough to give her a moment to back out, a moment to give
up on him, but she didn’t. She only kept clinging to his hair like a woman
about to fall off a precipice, her eyes glazed with desire and something more.

“You took me at my worst, Sophie,” he said, though he didn’t know how
much of it she heard. “You can take anything.”

Her moans gave way to whimpers, which soon transformed to an
increasingly low humming sound as she neared orgasm. That was the part of
her he wanted to taste most, so he pressed one last kiss against her clit,



holding the pressure there until she came. She shook and cried out, her grip
on his hair so strong he couldn’t have pulled away even if he wanted to.

He didn’t want to though. He wanted to stay there, on his knees before this
woman, buried in the sweet, glorious heat of her forever.

Forever.

That word rattled him almost as much as Sophie’s body quivering against
his lips. He wanted her with him for everything—not just while puppy
training lasted, and not for a few hot weeks while his life settled back into a
semblance of normal.

He didn’t just like Sophie Vasquez.

He fucking loved her.

That thought shook him even more than the feel of her orgasm crashing
tight and hot against his lips. It was the worst possible moment for such a
life-altering realization. He should have been reveling in her body, tossing
her to the mattress and making love to her until neither of them could stand
anymore.

Not clutching her legs like he’d never touch her again. Not feeling—for
some inexplicable reason—Ilike all he wanted to do was cry.

“Hey,” she said and released her hold on his hair. “What’s wrong? Harrison
—are you okay? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost. Or, um, tasted one.”

A light laugh shook him. Even now, she was giving him a gift. Even now,
she was lifting him up simply by being herself.

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her what he felt, to admit that he was
so far from being okay, that his life’s happiness was now entirely in her
hands, but he didn’t. That was one of her gifts too. With a smile that stitched
the last piece of his heart into place, she took his hand and helped him up.

“Come on. We can scoot Bubbles over and snuggle in your secret
clubhouse bed. I think I spied some Neruda on your bookshelf. I had no idea
you were such a romantic.”

“He’s okay,” Harrison admitted with a blush.



Sophie lifted his hand to her mouth and placed a soft kiss in the palm of his
hand. “You’re okay too, Harrison.”

He blushed deeper. He wasn’t willing to go that far just yet. But the one
thing he did know for sure was that if Sophie was willing to stay in his life
for good, he could be.



Chapter 18

“That’s weird. Are you expecting one of your sisters?” Harrison turned his
truck into his drive, not bothering to lift his hand from where it sat on
Sophie’s leg.

She liked the way it lay there—naturally and heavily, an extension of the
man himself. He often held Bubbles that way, with that one hand curled
possessively over the puppy’s fluffy coat. Sophie had always considered it
more of Harrison’s way to comfort himself than to protect the animal, and
she liked that hand on her thigh for the very same reason.

He could have stroked it too, if he’d wanted. In fact, she kind of hoped he
would. She was ruined for all other normal human interactions. She wasn’t
thinking about work or dinner or even the blue sedan parked in the drive that
looked an awful lot like the one her mom drove. All she wanted was to go
back to that quiet, perfect attic space where Harrison had finally let her in.

And she hadn’t been forced to push even once. He’d just opened the door
and followed her up those stairs.

Harrison, however, had other things on his mind. “I thought you said you
expressly forbade them from contacting you for anything less than a major
medical emergency,” he said.

“I did, but that’s not going to stop either of them stopping by anytime they
darn well please. They might even be compelled to bring my mom.”

She stole a look at Harrison’s profile, but he didn’t appear unduly worried
by that declaration. Then again, he did have a hand curled around her upper



thigh, so maybe he was preoccupied with other thoughts.

But when he spoke, it was with nothing but a relaxed, calm air. “Would
they? Huh. I’ve been wondering what she’s like.”

“She’s intrusive and overbearing, but in such a nice, likable way that it’s
impossible to complain. Once you open the door and let her in, you’ll never
get rid of her again.”

“She’s like you, then.”

She smacked him on the arm. “Excuse you. I’m a freaking delight.”

He leaned down and pressed a kiss onto her hand, which lingered on the
swell of his bicep. “Yes,” he said, his voice grave. “You are.”

Those simple words, simply uttered, sent a thrill through her. Harrison
Parks wasn’t a man who gave compliments very often—or very effusively—
but that was what made this one so powerful.

He liked her. He took delight in her. And more to the point, he wasn’t
scared of the possibility of meeting her mother.

They pulled up next to the car, which Sophie quickly realized didn’t belong
to her mom. Alice Vasquez’s car was a mess of her husband’s academic
papers and books, with half a dozen stuffed puppies of various breeds
crammed below the back window. Dawn had given them to her for Christmas
one year, joking that dogs were all the grandchildren she’d ever get. The toys
were faded and lopsided now, but she’d never remove them. They’d been
there so long they’d become a family totem.

“That’s not my mom,” Sophie said as the truck came to a halt. “Her car
isn’t nearly that clean, and she’d never dangle a crystal from the rearview
mirror like that. She read an article once about how many people crack their
windshields that way.”

“Then who—?” Harrison asked before cutting himself off.

Sophie didn’t have to say what she was thinking.

“No,” he said. “I don’t believe it. You and Oscar can conjecture all you
want, but he’s not seeing someone. My father doesn’t even like regularly



seeing the dentist.”

“Would it be so bad?” she asked, wishing Wallace hadn’t sworn her to
secrecy about his moving-out plans. “If he did find love?”

“No.” Harrison turned the key and sat back against the seat, his rugged face
relaxed into a semblance of calm. Then he grinned, his smile so devastating
and warm she almost feared her heart would stop. “If it had happened a
month ago, I might have called the FBI and warned them about a case of
body snatchers in the area, but not now.”

She couldn’t resist. “But not now?”

One of his fingers came up and brushed her cheek. His hands were always a
little rough, a little callused, and now was no exception. She loved that about
him, actually, the gruff exterior that hid the soft, melty marshmallow inside.
“No, Sophie. Not now.”

It wasn’t the declaration of love and affection she was aching to hear, but it
was enough to give her a feeling of buoyancy as she and Harrison followed
Bubbles into the house. She was also propelled by rampant curiosity. She had
no idea what kind of woman could capture the heart of a man like Harrison’s
father, but she had to be something special.

And hardcore.

“Knock, knock!” Sophie called loudly. As much as she wanted to meet
Wallace’s mystery woman, she didn’t want to meet her in a state of undress.
“We’re back.”

A grunt from the direction of the kitchen proved that her warning had been
a wise decision. It didn’t sound like a mid-coital noise, but there was that
gorgeous, work-worn table in there that seemed ideal for being bent over...

“What the hell are you doing home?” Wallace appeared in the kitchen
doorway before either she or Harrison could walk through. Despite his lean
build, he acted as a great barrier, his arms crossed and his brow furrowed. “I
thought you two were going to a movie in town tonight.”

“We are,” Harrison said, his voice low with suspicion. “We just needed to



grab a few things for Bubbles first. Speaking of, where did she go?”

“Uh-oh.” Sophie made a darting grab for the puppy, but she too had noticed
a visitor in the kitchen. Her tiny size made it easy for her to slip past
Wallace’s firmly planted feet to investigate.

“Well, hello there, little doggy,” a low-pitched female voice cooed. It was a
pleasant voice, confident and warm. “Aren’t you just the sweetest thing?
Wallace, you never told me you had a puppy. You hate animals.”

“It’s not mine—" Wallace began in a scrambling, almost desperate way,
but he didn’t manage to finish the sentence. Harrison had stepped forward,
his whole body stiff.

“Mom?” he asked. His voice was strangely hollow, sounding as though it
was coming from the end of a long tunnel. “Mom, is that you?”

A face materialized next to Wallace’s. At one glance, Sophie recognized
the woman as Harrison’s mother. It would have been impossible not to.
Harrison’s rough-and-gruff exterior might have come directly down
Wallace’s bloodline, but his size and those hard, gray eyes had obviously
come from her.

So had the smile.

That was the thing that struck Sophie the most. The woman’s first response
at seeing Harrison standing in front of her was one of unadulterated joy. Her
eyes flew open in shock, but the lines of her face spread in the same
devastating smile that had so much power over Sophie.

Not a beautiful woman, Harrison’s mother, but with a smile like that, she
was magnificent.

Like most magnificent things, however, her smile didn’t last long.

“No.”

The moment that oh-so-familiar syllable left Harrison’s lips, his mom’s
face fell. Sophie’s did too, but she stepped forward to place a restraining hand
on Harrison’s arm.

“Oh dear,” she said, but he didn’t register her touch. “Harrison, why don’t
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we—

“No.”

“Harry, my love,” his mother said. She hadn’t regained the smile yet, but
she wasn’t put off by the stony-faced front he presented. “It’s so good to see
you. And your friend too.”

When no one said anything, she added a tentative, “Girlfriend? Wife?
Wallace, why didn’t you say anything?”

“No.”

That final no was Harrison’s last attempt at gaining some semblance of
control over himself, but it didn’t work—especially when his dad’s sole
contribution was to cough heavily and say, “She’s the dog trainer, actually.
The one I was telling you about.”

Sophie winced. To be so reduced in this moment, with tensions so high
they were thrumming like a too-tight guitar wire, was hardly the way she’d
have chosen to go about things. Apparently, Harrison felt the same way. He
turned on his father with a snarl that reminded her of a dog who’d been
pushed into a corner and betrayed by the person he loved most.

In other words, it broke her heart.

“How long?” Harrison asked.

Instead of being intimidated by the fury in Harrison’s voice, Wallace
squared his stance to meet his son’s. “Not long.”

“How long?” he echoed, his voice growing dangerous.

“A few weeks, that’s all. A nurse called her when you were in the coma.
She’s still listed as next of kin at that hospital, and—"

Harrison had yet to even look at his mother, but he did so now. Sophie
wasn’t able to get a full reading of his mood, but from the way he held
himself, like a bomb that would explode at the slightest touch, she realized it
was a dangerous one.

“And you came to take care of me, is that it? You came to sit up by my
bedside night after night, watching to make sure I’'m still breathing? You



came to sing me to sleep and kiss away my troubles and do all those things
that moms are supposed to do when their children are suddenly knocking on
death’s door?”

“Harrison, [—”

“No. I’'m not going to listen to this. I don’t know what you’re doing here or
why you’re doing it, but I’d like you to leave. Now.”

Sophie had no idea what to do in the face of such strong emotion. She’d
always known that Harrison’s history with his parents was a strange one—as
different from her own as possible. Her parents had reacted to her illness with
an overzealous desire to protect her from anything and everything this world
had to throw at her. From the sound of it, his had done the exact opposite.
This woman, who looked so ordinary and kind, had packed her bags and run
away—Ileaving not just her husband, but her son too. And she’d left them
both broken.

A part of Sophie hated her.

Looking at Harrison’s face right now, she felt kind of sorry for his mother
too. By leaving when she had, this woman had missed out on twenty-two
years of this man’s love and respect, twenty-two years of his hardships and
his joys.

And the worst part was, she had no idea what a loss that was.

“You will not talk to your mother that way, young man.” Wallace stepped
forward, his expression mulish. “She’s here because I asked her to be. If you
can’t be respectful, then maybe Sophie should take you somewhere to cool
off.”

Sophie felt as though Harrison had every right to his anger, and she was
about to say as much, but Wallace made that impossible.

“Minerva and I are taking a few boxes over to the apartment, Sophie,” he
said. “If you could explain to him, help him understand...”

All of Harrison’s emotion—all of it justified, all of it simmering under his
parents’ watchful stares—should have exploded at once. In all honesty,



Sophie wanted it to. She’d worked so hard to get him to open up, spent so
much time helping him realize that it was okay to wear your feelings on the
outside, rather than bury them deep inside.

For him to close off, to rebuild those walls, to isolate himself in a cocoon of
razor wire and loneliness... She’d do anything to stop that from happening
again.

But it was too late. He turned to Sophie with a look so full of icy, disdainful
cold that the chill permeated to her soul.

“You knew?”

“Yes, but it’s not what you think,” she explained.

“You knew.” Flatter this time. Broken.

“I wanted to tell you, Harrison. I—”

He turned away from her, and that was when she knew she was lost. She
was no longer talking to Harrison, the myth, the hero, the man. She was
talking to the little boy who’d been left all alone at what must have been the
scariest moment in his life.

“Where’s my goddamned dog?” He pushed past his parents to the kitchen,
remaining only long enough to scoop up Bubbles and curl her against his
chest. “I don’t care what you do with your life, Dad. I don’t care what you do
with yours either, Minerva. The only thing I want is for everyone to leave me
the fuck out of it. I’ve been fine on my own for years, and I’ll be fine long
after the entire lot of you leave.”

Sophie didn’t know if that last bit was meant to keep her away as well as
his parents, but Harrison had to know it would never work. Like the goiter
she’d always been and always would be, he was stuck with her.

With only one meaningful look at Wallace—full of equal parts sympathy
for his position and annoyance at him for putting her there next to him—she
followed Harrison and Bubbles out the door.

“Goddammit, Sophie. Can’t you leave me alone for five minutes?”

She took a page from his book and kept doggedly following his tracks with



one hard syllable. “No.”

“It’s the least you can do after stabbing me in the back like that.”

“No.”

He kept moving toward the direction of the barn, his steps long and furious.
Sophie had to pick up to a jog to keep up, but she didn’t mind. As she’d
already shown, she could more than keep up with this man.

Harrison knew it, of course. He came to a stop at the barn door and waited
for her to catch the rest of the way up.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice prim. “I was starting to get a hitch in my
side.”

He snorted on a laugh. “Bullshit. You could have followed me for hours.
Over mountains and through lakes—into a fucking volcano, if that’s where I
was heading.”

She tilted her head and watched him, careful to give nothing of her feelings
away. Her heart ached for this man—for the little boy—and the only thing
she wanted to do was pull him into her arms and tell him that everything was
going to be okay. But that wasn’t what Harrison needed right now.

“I’d probably make it over a mountain just fine, and I might be able to
survive a fall into a volcano, but I’d definitely die in the lake. I can’t swim.”

Her distraction worked, his attention caught. “What are you talking about?
Everyone can swim. You just wiggle your arms and legs.”

“First of all, I think it’s slightly more complicated than that, and secondly,
of course not everyone can swim. Especially not people who spent most of
their girlhood in the hospital. By the time they were done with me, I barely
knew how to take a shower on my own. I’'m great at sponge baths though, in
case you’re wondering.”

He fought the smile rising to his lips. “I’m not going to feel sorry for you.”

“No one is asking you to.”

“I’m not going to let this go either. How long have you known?”

That one was easy. “I didn’t know she was your mom. He told me right



after the camping trip that he was seeing someone, but only that her name
was Minerva.”

The rest was hard. She didn’t know what to do, what to say—or even if
there was anything to do or say in a situation like this one.

“Oscar knew.” Harrison’s mouth was a grim line. He was still clutching
Bubbles, but he set the animal down now.

Like the obedient, well-trained puppy that she was, Bubbles took her
release in stride and settled herself comfortably at Harrison’s feet. Sophie’s
chest tightened at the sight of it. He’d accepted that animal into his life so
easily—fell in love with her after a few hours. In a short time, their lives had
become so intertwined it was hard to imagine the two of them existing
separately from one another.

Naturally, human relationships were a little more complicated than that, but
that didn’t stop her from feeling jealous.

“Yeah, he probably did know,” Sophie agreed. “You can hardly blame him
for not telling you though. Your dad would have never forgiven him. Will
you tell me about her?”

He blinked, caught unaware at her rapid change of subject.

“She looks like you. Well, I guess it’s more accurate to say that you look
like her, but you know what I mean. Her smile can light up a whole room—I
bet that’s what your dad sees in her. How long after your diagnosis did she
leave?”

“Twenty-four hours. Possibly less.” He shook his head and stared at her as
if unsure how she managed to get such an easy answer out of him. “Look,
Sophie—this isn’t some cute love story that’s finally found its happy ending.
You realize that, right?”

Sophie ignored him. “From a few things your dad mentioned the other day,
it sounds like they’re going to move in together—but not at your house. He
said something, something about it having too many memories. I didn’t know
what he meant at the time, but that makes sense. She probably wants to go



somewhere they can start fresh.”

An expression of agony passed over Harrison’s face, but the sound he made
wasn’t one of anguish. It was a laugh—empty and bitter, yes, but a laugh all
the same.

“Of course she does. I’'m sure it’s killing her to see it like that. Her precious
darling.”

Now it was Sophie’s turn to blink in confusion. Harrison saw it and laughed
harder.

“Do you realize he hasn’t let me put a single nail in that place until the day
you and Bubbles waltzed in? Not one nail, not one coat of paint, definitely
not a tablecloth. In a few short weeks, you managed to wreak nothing short of
a miracle.”

If Harrison’s parents had reconciled over his coma, she had the suspicion it
was Minerva, and not her, who had managed the miraculous, but she didn’t
say so. It was hardly a helpful observation under the circumstances.

“For twenty-two years, he forced us to live in the ashes of everything she
left behind,” Harrison said. The laughter stopped as suddenly as it had
started. “I wanted to change it. I wanted to fix it. Believe me—I tried.”

“But...” Sophie said, prompting him.

“He liked watching it go to ruin.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s her house, Sophie. Not his. Not mine. It’s been in her family
for generations, the place where all our happy Parks dreams were going to
come true. Until, of course, I ruined it. One near-death experience, and
Minerva realized that some dreams aren’t worth the cost.” He glanced away,
his gaze fixed on the horizon. “It wasn’t just her husband and son she left
behind that day. She left everything she’d ever known—her home, her career,
her friends. That’s how little she wanted to do with me. That’s how much she
couldn’t wait to get away.”

Clarity was starting to take over her confusion—and, with it, some of that



same bitterness that characterized everything Harrison said and did.

“Then why on earth do you and your dad still live there?”

This time, his laughter held a note of sincerity. “Sheer stubborn will, at
least on his part. That man resented me every single day of his life, and he’d
have gladly packed up and left if the opportunity had afforded itself. But a
Parks doesn’t abandon his duty. The house was left in his care, and so was I.
He would never have considered leaving his post, however much he might
have wanted to.”

“And you?” she couldn’t help asking. “Why didn’t you leave?”

His eyes glittered. “I’m a Parks too, or hadn’t you noticed?”

Oh, she’d noticed, all right. She knew it down to her bones. Unlike him,
however, she didn’t see it as a character flaw. Sure, Wallace’s stubborn
refusal to change so much as a board in that farmhouse was nothing short of
perverse, and she couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be an eight-
year-old Harrison, scared and hurt and abandoned by his mother, but Wallace
had done an admirable job with what he’d been given.

Just look at the evidence—it was standing in front of her, glowering and
grim and glorious. It was a six-foot bear of a man who’d fought incredibly
hard for everything he had. Sure, the walls around his heart were so thick
they were impenetrable by all but a tiny scrap of a puppy who’d managed to
wriggle her way in, but he hadn’t been wrong to put those walls up.

That heart had been worth protecting.

“Your dad did look happy,” she said, extending a hand toward Harrison.

He didn’t take it. Although Bubbles had found her foothold, Sophie’s path
was not as easy.

“I know it’s hard to see it from where you’re standing, but things change.
People change. Maybe she’s different. Maybe she came back to make
amends.”

“That’s not how it works,” Harrison said. He crossed his arms, making it
impossible for her to break through. “She shattered that man, Sophie.



Smashed him to pieces. And now she’s just playing around with the shards.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe she—"

He shook his head. “She doesn’t want the house. You said it yourself. Too
many bad memories. And she doesn’t want me either. If I hadn’t walked
through the door and found her there, how many days would have gone by
before I found out? How many weeks?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but Harrison interrupted by pushing
himself from the barn door until he loomed over her.

When he spoke, however, his voice was gentle. His gaze was even more so.

“I know what you want from me,” he said. “I know what you want to hear.
You want me to say that somewhere, deep inside, I still care about her. That I
believe in forgiveness and second chances. That if my dad is capable of
reversing twenty-two years of heartbreak and is willing to open his heart to
the possibility of love, then I should be too.”

Sophie nodded. For once, she was the one who couldn’t find the words.
That was exactly what she wanted. The Harrison Parks who’d showed her
that attic space—who’d fallen to his knees in front of her and refused to get
up until he’d tasted the deepest parts of her—that was a man she could love.

That was a man she did love.

But they couldn’t spend the next sixty years hiding away from the world.
Slipping past Harrison’s walls and into his heart was everything she’d
imagined it would be, but she couldn’t live there.

“Well, I can’t,” Harrison said. “I want to—you have no idea how much—
but I can’t.”

He sounded so beaten, so small, that her heart stopped.

“Don’t look at me like that, Sophie,” he said, his voice breaking. “You
knew who I was going into this. I told you. I warned you.”

That was true. He had warned her, listed his flaws like he was reading off
the worst job application known to mankind. But what he’d forgotten to
include, what he couldn’t even see, was all that was great inside of him.



So she did it for him.

“You’re brave,” she said, ticking off one finger. “Scary brave, and in this
weird kind of way where you won’t even acknowledge it. Honestly, I don’t
know if you can. But most people don’t just give up everything and spend
months at a time fighting huge, dangerous forest fires. That’s not a normal
state of being.”

“Sophie, don’t—"

“You’re kind.” She ticked off another. “Oh, I know you try your best to
hide it, but not even a magician could get the whole of your heart tucked
away. You’re kind to animals, to your friends, to me. Jessica upheld your
original story, you know. She told me that you were so tough on her, you
made her cry during training...but then she also told me that you made sure
she was the one who got to keep fighting fires after her boyfriend left her.
I’m sorry, Harrison, but that was a kind thing to do.”

“It wasn’t like that—"

“You’re generous.” She bit her lip and flushed at the memory of their
lovemaking mere hours before. “And I don’t just mean in bed, though that’s
definitely true. I mean as a person. As a human being. As someone who
opened his home to me without a word of protest—and right when I needed it
most.”

“You have to stop.” Harrison’s hands came crashing down, clutching at her
upper arms in desperation. “I know I gave you permission to push me, but
I’m rescinding it now. No more. Not another word.”

“Harrison, you can’t—"

His hold on her didn’t lessen, his eyes as hard as granite. “I can and I did.
No more pushing, no more playing. The game is over.”

“You’re not thinking clearly right now,” she said. “You’re upset, and
you’re feeling hurt, and that’s okay, but—"

“Goddammit, Sophie! Can’t you understand?” He let go of her then,
dropping her like a man who’d just been burned. “I’ve had enough. Enough



of you sauntering around and acting like you know what I need, like you have
all of life’s answers stored up in the tip of your pinky.”

She opened her mouth and closed it again. The hurtful things Harrison was
saying were bad enough, but even worse was the way he was saying them.
He was like a trapped animal, a puppy-mill puppy cowering in fear inside his
tiny cage. He was howling and lashing out at his captor.

He was howling and lashing out her.

“Fearless little Sophie Vasquez, tackling the big, bad giant. Brave little
Sophie Vasquez, taking on the case that no one else will touch.” His voice
mocked her even as his arms crossed in a protective and antagonistic move
over his chest. “We both know you’re not nearly as strong as you pretend to
be. It’s easy for you to tell me that I need to forgive my mother for what she’s
done, but you don’t even have the nerve to tell your own mother that she’s
suffocating you.”

Sophie stood motionless, feeling as though she’d been slapped.

He gave a short, bitter laugh. “It’s not so fun being on the receiving end of
all that pushing, is it? Do you want me to keep going?”

She shook her head against what she knew was coming, what she was
powerless to stop.

“You push and you smile and you laugh and you fuck, but only because you
know there are ten thousand people ready to catch you if you fall.”

It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be Harrison saying these things.

But it was. “Spend one day in my shoes, and I guarantee you won’t be so
bold,” he said, his upper lip curling. “There’s no one here for me, Sophie. No
sisters. No parents. No nice knitting ladies. When I fall, it’s a long, dark
descent that never ends. My mother abandoned me, my father gave up on me,
and even you have finally realized that I’'m not worth the effort.”

“No,” she said, but her throat was so thick with emotion she wasn’t sure she
made any sound at all.

“I can’t spend another twenty-two years in that house waiting for a love



that won’t last,” he said. “And even more to the point, I won’t. Not even for
you.”

Every wall, every shutter, every barrier came crashing down over him at
once, sealing him up tighter than a tomb. There would be no getting in there
now, Sophie knew. Not if she pushed for the rest of her life. Not if she died
trying.

Which was why she stood perfectly still and accepted the words she knew
were coming next.

“I’m done, Sophie. We’re done. It’s over.”



Chapter 19

“I brought you some ice cream for breakfast—it’s rocky road, your favorite.”

“And coffee. Fresh coffee. With a little brandy in it. Okay, it’s all brandy,
but it’s the good kind, so sip slowly.”

“What about a hot pad? You always used to like a hot pad when you
weren’t feeling well.”

Sophie kicked off the blankets that had been solicitously wrapped around
her and took the mug of brandy from Dawn. Downing it in one quick gulp,
she glared at the relatives hovering over the couch as though she’d rung
death’s doorbell and was merely waiting for someone to answer.

“Knock it off, you guys.” The kick of the alcohol hit her in a fiery wave.
She welcomed the burn both in her stomach and in her resolve—she could
use it right about now. “I’m not going into a decline. I broke up with a guy.
There’s a big difference.”

She didn’t miss the look that passed between her two sisters.

“Is it really breaking up if you were never formally dating? [ mean—"

“Lila, so help me, if you take it upon yourself to analyze my relationship
with Harrison right now, I’'m going to turn this bowl of chocolate ice cream
over onto your pristine white couch. And I’m not going to clean it up
afterward. In fact, I’'m going to stand watch over it while it dries.”

Dawn chuckled at this outburst. So did Lila, though she was careful to pick
up the ice cream and put it well out of Sophie’s reach.

Her mother, unfortunately, wasn’t so easily put off. She placed a warm



hand on Sophie’s forehead and peered anxiously down into her eyes. “I still
don’t understand what happened. Did he yell at you?”

“No.”

“Did he say all those terrible words like the ones Paulette heard?”

“I wish.”

“Did you argue about something?”

“We argued about lots of things. That’s the whole point of Harrison.” She
glanced at the clock sitting on the mantelpiece. “Oh, geez. Is it eight o’clock
already? I still need to shower and change before I head over to the DNR
office for the air force training.”

All three women stared at her as though she’d spoken a foreign language.

“That clock isn’t wrong, is it?” She cast a worried look at her watch, but it
showed the same time. “Okay, phew. I should have just enough time if I
hurry.”

“Uh, Soph?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Darling, are you sure you don’t want a few minutes with the heating pad
first?”

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked. “Why is everyone looking at me like that?”

The women shared another one of those worrisome looks before Dawn
stepped forward. “You’re going to Deer Park? Now?”

“Um, yes? It’s Monday, which means Oscar is bringing in a whole bunch
of people for wildfire training today. I know I look terrible, but I doubt
Harrison will notice.” Sophie shrugged with a nonchalance she was far from
feeling. She’d hoped that having a weekend apart would help ease the sting
of his final words, but it hadn’t worked. All the ice cream and brandy in the
world wouldn’t change the fact that Harrison had ripped her heart out of her
chest, stomped it into the dirt, and then walked away.

I could have taken all of it—except for the walking away.

“Actually, he probably will notice, but I don’t care. I hope he thinks I look



like garbage. I feel like garbage. He made me feel like garbage. The least he
can do now is face the steaming heap he created.”

Lila opened her mouth to protest again, but Sophie forestalled her with a
glare.

“Well, Dawn?” she asked, her tone falsely bright. “You’re the expert when
it comes to this sort of thing—is it cutoff jean shorts? A see-through tank
top? Pasties with tassels on them? What does one wear to work with a man
who destroyed all one’s chances of happiness?”

“One could always ask one’s sister to go to work in her stead,” Dawn
suggested gently.

Sophie set her face, remembering all the things Harrison had said about her
—that her strength came from the safety net her family provided, that her
bravery had never been really tested. “No, thank you.”

“We wouldn’t mind,” Lila said. “If you’re not up to the task of facing him,
it’s just as easy for one of us to finish up. In fact, I think it’s in our employee
handbook.”

“It’s true.” Dawn cleared her throat with a false sense of authority. “After
sleeping with the client, dog trainers are allowed a two-week leave of
absence, at which time one of her sisters solemnly promises to finish the job,
no questions asked.”

“No, thank you,” Sophie said once again. She didn’t know how to make
them realize that their kindness, though to be expected, was only making her
feel worse. It proved how right Harrison had been, how easy her life was
compared to his. How could someone like her possibly understand what it
cost him to open up? How could she know anything about real strength?

Everything she had, she owed to the people in this room. Everything she
was, was built on the promise that their love for her would never falter.

“It’s nice of you to offer, guys, but I was aware of the difficulties when I
took this job. I made the decision to get involved with Harrison knowing the
risks.”



“Oscar will understand,” Lila said.

“No one will think any less of you for staying home to nurse your broken
heart,” Dawn added.

“You might not think less of me for it,” Sophie allowed, “but I will. It’s
going to be awful, and I’ll probably cry before the day is over, but I have to
do it. Not for Harrison or even for Oscar, but for me.”

To her surprise, Dawn laughed—her familiar chuckle full of music, her
dangling silver earrings shaking around her neck. “Well, crap. I can’t argue
with that. Lila?”

Her oldest sister offered a prim smile. “I could argue it, but I’'m not going
to. I know better than to go up against Sophie in battle. She wins every time.
She always has.”

Dawn heaved a mock sigh. “She does, doesn’t she? The tenacious wretch.
I’d hate her if I didn’t love her so much.”

“Wait—I do? I am? You really mean it?” Sophie looked back and forth
between her sisters, waiting for the catch. “You aren’t just calling me a
tenacious wretch to be nice?”

She couldn’t tell which of her sisters laughed the most at that, but she did
know that the sound out it far outstripped their earlier sympathy. It always
had. During her darkest moments and in the midst of her bleakest fears, Lila
and Dawn had always managed to make her laugh.

Just thinking about it caused tears to spring to her eyes—not for her plight,
but for Harrison’s. When his world had taken the same path as hers, no one
had made him laugh. No one had showed him love.

And now he won'’t even let me try.

“Sophie, you’re a lot of things, but a quitter isn’t one of them,” Lila said.
They all knew, without words, what Lila meant. Although all of their lives
had been shaped by Sophie’s childhood illness, it wasn’t something they
discussed in the general way of things—mostly because Sophie wouldn’t let
them. She was tired of living in the past, exhausted with trying to prove



herself worthy of this life she’d been given. “I think every single person in
this room can agree about that.”

“Without a doubt,” Dawn agreed.

As if by tacit consent, the three sisters looked to the one person in the room
they weren’t so sure of—their mother, who was watching them with an air of
bewilderment and a frown pulling a line down her forehead.

“Don’t you agree, Mom?” Dawn prodded.

“Girls, you’re kidding, right?” That frown was pointed at each of them in
succession, full of maternal solicitude and concern. Sophie felt her heart sink,
sure she was about to be reduced to the barest minimum yet again—and just
as sure that she was going to have to continue being a soft, overprotected
piece of fluff for as long as her mother lived.

When her mom finally spoke, however, it wasn’t to castigate Sophie alone.
It was to criticize all three sisters as equals.

“Please tell me you don’t actually have a clause in your employee
handbook about what to do if you sleep with your clients. I raised you better
than that.” She paused, expectancy pursing her mouth into a tight bow.

When no one said anything, all of them mute with mingled surprise and
guilt, she sighed and shook her head. “Oh dear. I always meant to raise you
better than that. I guess I didn’t do a very good job, did 1?”

Dawn was the first to respond—a thing she did with her usual laugh on her
lips. “You failed miserably, I’'m afraid,” she said as she took their mother into
her arms. “But don’t worry too much about it. The lesson on practicing safe
sex went through just fine.”

Sophie held back an inelegant snort.

“That one’s not in our handbook though.” Lila’s expression was perfectly
grave, but her eyes danced with mischief as she added, “The lawyers insisted
we keep it out.”



Sophie arrived at the Department of Natural Resources fully prepared for
battle.

Her armor was the official Puppy Promise uniform, that bland and
nondescript khaki outfit that proclaimed her status as an untouchable
professional. Dawn had insisted that nothing would be more effective at
showing Harrison that she didn’t care than seeing Sophie appear for work
unruffled and calm.

She brought weapons too. A clipboard, a dog clicker, and treats contained
in a pouch on her belt might not have looked like much to an outsider, but
they filled Sophie with a sense of purpose. She was Sophie the Dog Trainer,
ready to report for duty. Forget heartbreak and pain. Screw the man who’d
made her feel smaller than any man had ever made her feel before.

She wasn’t going to apologize for having people who loved her.

“Oh dear. What’s going on? Is there a fire?” Sophie barely made it through
the front door before she realized something was amiss. The woman working
at the reception desk didn’t look ruffled as she directed people to and fro, but
there was a calm efficiency to her that Sophie knew well. She’d spent enough
time around medical professionals in emergency situations to recognize a 9-
1-1 situation when she saw it.

“At the base of Mount Spokane—a house fire that’s spread and is
threatening a logging road,” the woman said in a clipped but kind tone. “The
local firefighters aren’t able to contain it alone. We have a team prepping to
head out now. Can I help you with something?”

Sophie didn’t waste any time. “Harrison Parks. Is he here?”

“Yes.”

“Is he trying to join the team?”

“Yes.”

“Is Oscar letting him?”

The woman laughed. “Go right on through, hon. You seem to know what
you’re doing.”



Sophie didn’t bother correcting her. She had no idea what she was doing,
especially where Harrison was concerned, but that hadn’t stopped her before.

“Half the team is out of town right now, and the other half is working their
regular jobs.” Harrison’s voice, loud and resolute, could be heard long before
Sophie reached Oscar’s office. “If you don’t let me go, you’ll only have
Jessica and Derek and that weird, skinny kid who always puts his pants on
backward.”

“Jessica and Derek are perfectly capable of handling a fire of this size, and
Benji almost always gets his pants the right way now.”

“Dammit, Oscar. You know I’'m fine.”

“I don’t know anything. I’'m not a doctor.”

“Look at me. Check my blood sugar. Take my goddamn temperature if it’ll
make you feel better. I'm ready. You heard Sophie—she gave me the all clear
last week.”

“She cleared you to train, not to fight fires.”

Harrison grunted. “It’s the same thing.”

Sophie couldn’t step into Oscar’s tiny office without brushing her whole
body against Harrison—a thing she was determined not to do, even with the
protection of her khaki pants and blue polo shirt—so she cleared her throat
instead.

Both men turned at the sound, one to shoot her a look of relief, the other to
freeze as though the world had suddenly turned as icy as his heart.

The frozen one spoke first. “What the devil are you doing here?” Harrison
demanded.

“I came to work, obviously.” Sophie was pleased to find that her voice
came out perfectly calm, although she did have to fight the anxious urge to
check the state of her hair. It was all well and good to joke to her family that
she didn’t care how she looked, but a pixie cut with bedhead was no laughing
matter.

“Yes, but...” He trailed off, unwilling to finish that sentence in front of



Oscar.

The chicken. The coward. The puppy-wearing baby.

“I assume that the air force training is a no-go today?” she asked, directing
her question to Oscar. “I don’t want to get in anyone’s way, so I just popped
in to make sure I’m not wanted, and then I’ll take myself off again.”

Oscar’s relief increased as he scrubbed a weary hand over his face.
“Actually, you are wanted. I hate to admit it, but I could use Harrison today.
Do you think he and that puppy are good to go, or is it too risky?”

One look at the flat, desolate line of Harrison’s mouth, and Sophie knew
she held all the cards. He’d never admit it, but he needed her. Maybe not to
make his heart whole—he obviously didn’t think her capable of that—but in
a professional capacity.

It was something. Not much, but something.

“Well?” Oscar prompted. “I hate to rush the decision, but we need to get
moving.”

“It’s up to him,” Sophie said, choosing her words carefully. “I have my
own opinions, of course, but it’s not my call to make. If he thinks Bubbles
can do it, if he feels she’s ready for this, then he’s free to do what he wants.”

“Wait—what?”

“I’m not your puppy’s keeper anymore, Harrison. You are. I even brought
the paperwork to prove it.”

For one long, suspended moment, Harrison didn’t move or breathe. He held
her stare for one second. For two. About halfway into the third, he crumbled.

“Goddammit, Sophie! Why are you so determined to destroy me?”

Sophie blinked, started by the violence of his reaction. “Um.”

“A normal human being would have answered with a simple yes or no.
Yes, they’re ready. No, they’re not. But no. Not you.” He stared at her
through those stony and oh-so-familiar eyes. “You’d never make anything
that easy on me.”

“Does this mean you...don’t want the papers?”



He appeared not to hear her. “From the very start, you looked into my soul
and took full measure of what’s there, didn’t you? You saw my weaknesses.
You discovered how to hurt me. You learned where I bleed. And not for one
fucking minute have you stopped stabbing me right there.”

She almost laughed out loud at the villainous picture he was conjuring up,
but her own emotions were too raw. Mostly because he knew her weaknesses
too. He knew how much she valued her independence, how important it was
for her to be seen as someone strong, someone confident, someone worth
loving. He knew all that and still said those horrible things to her.

Harrison Parks claimed not to be great with words, but he’d managed to cut
her down with them just fine.

“Excuse me for believing you capable of making rational, adult decisions
about your life,” she replied, her chest tight. “Go fight your fires, Harrison.
Or don’t. Alienate yourself from everything and everyone. Or don’t. What
you do with your life is no longer of any interest to me.”

There were countless more things she could have said, all of which had to
do with vulnerable puppies and the even more vulnerable men who carried
them, but she turned to Oscar with a nod. “I’ll stand by whatever he decides.
Is there anything else you need before I go?”

It wasn’t Oscar who replied.

“You’re impossible,” Harrison said, his voice heavy with meaning. “You
have been since the day I met you, and I can’t wait until I find a way to cut
you out from under my skin.”

“I take that to mean you won’t be heading to the fire?”” Oscar prodded.

Harrison threw up one hand, his other arm wrapped around the sling
holding Bubbles. “Of course I’m not. It’s what Sophie wanted from the very
start, what she’s been plotting since day one. She gave me this...this...” He
trailed off and glanced at the puppy before heaving a reluctant sigh. “This
beautiful little nugget, and now I’m trapped.”

The beautiful little nugget licked his fingers obligingly.



“I won’t put her in harm’s way before she’s ready,” Harrison said. “Or
myself. I'm sorry, Oscar. I’d like to spend a few more weeks here on the
training field before we start tackling the real fires. You’ll have to fight this
one without me.”

Oscar showed no signs of pleasure or distress at this, merely dismissing
them both with a nod and a grab for his phone. Sophie decided to take a
similar approach. Turning on her heel, she made it three steps into the
hallway before she realized Harrison was right behind her.

“Sophie, wait,” he called, his voice rough.

Although it would have been so much more badass to keep walking, her
head held high and her pride intact, she slowed her steps to wait for him to
catch up. After all, Harrison was technically still her client. At least, he was
until she gave him the ownership papers.

She reached for them now, tucking her hand into her canvas bag to extract
the puppy’s vaccination records and the certificate of completion they gave
all their clients. “Here,” she said as she held them out. “This finalizes any and
all business between us. She’s your dog now, free and clear.”

He didn’t take them. He didn’t speak either, just stood there glowering at
her.

Shifting from one foot to the other, she searched for something to say. “I'm
SOITy you won'’t get to start your air force training today.”

That got him to speak. “Bullshit.”

“Excuse me?”

“You aren’t sorry. In fact, you’re the exact opposite of sorry. You’re loving
this, aren’t you?”

“Um.”

“You know what this damn puppy did all weekend?” He didn’t wait for an
answer. “I’ll give you a hint—it involves raisins.”

“I hope you aren’t going to tell me that she ate any, because grapes are
highly toxic to dogs. You should take her to the vet before her kidneys shut



down.”

The muscle at the corner of his mouth twitched. “No, she didn’t eat any
raisins. It’s her eyes. She kept looking at me.”

“You’re complaining because your service animal looked at you? I hate to
break it to you, but she’s going to be doing a lot of that over the years. If
you’ll note, she’s doing it right now.”

“You know very well what I mean!” He ran a hand through his hair,
sending it into attractive disorder. “She missed you, Sophie. You did the
training all wrong, spent too much time at the house helping me. Somewhere
along the way, she got the idea that you’re supposed to always be there. And
now she blames me because you’re gone.”

His voice cracked at the end, but that was the only sign of any opening in
his hard exterior. The rest of him was as unyielding and wall-like as ever, the
harsh lines of his face unwelcoming, his stance squared and closed off.

Sophie knew, in an instant, that the moment was right for her to tear down
the wall. Even though the argument from the other day was still fresh enough
to hurt them both, her sisters had given her enough confidence to claw
through those bricks and find her way back to him.

She knew how she could do it too. All she had to do was kiss that hard,
stony wall of a man. Hug him. Hold him. Force him to understand that
nothing he said or did would ever make her love him any less than she did
right now. In other words, she could push.

And then she could keep doing it every day for the rest of her life.

But that wasn’t love. That was a prison sentence. If Harrison wanted to
escape from that locked hold inside his heart, if he wanted to wake up from
the long, deep sleep that held him in its spell, he was going to have to do it
himself.

“Because fairy tales aren’t real,” she muttered aloud, unconcerned with
how strange she must sound. “Because there’s no reason why the princess
can’t pick up a sword and meet the dragon halfway.”



“What are you talking about?” Harrison asked. “What princess? I’m talking
about my dog, Sophie. You broke her. I think it’s only fair that you fix her.”

Despite her better judgment, she gave him one last chance. Shifting her
weight to one leg, she cocked her head and stared at him. “Are you sure it’s
the dog who needs my help?” she asked.

It didn’t work. Harrison held her look, his gaze pulsating with intensity, but
he didn’t yield. “She likes you,” he said. “She trusts you.”

“And I like her,” she retorted. “But that isn’t reason enough for me to come
back. Good luck with your new service dog, Harrison. And on behalf of
Puppy Promise, thank you for your business.”



Chapter 20

Harrison didn’t know what woke him up while the moon still hung heavily in
the night sky, but he knew all the things it wasn’t.

It wasn’t Sophie waking up early to start the coffeepot. It wasn’t the sound
of his father thumping around in irritable insomnia downstairs. It wasn’t the
snuffling, shuffling sounds of Bubbles alerting him to low blood sugar. And
despite his puppy’s small size, her bladder was like a camel’s hump—it was
rare that she needed to go out before his usual wake-up time around six.

In fact...

“Bubbles?” he called, extending his hand in an arc all around him. When he
hit nothing but the twisted sheets, he sat up. “Bubbles, where are you?”

All around him, there was nothing but silence. Empty silence, the kind that
could only exist inside an ancient farmhouse where he was literally the only
remaining Parks in residence. His father had finished packing up and moved
out yesterday while Harrison had been at the Department of Natural
Resources. He’d returned home to find a set of keys sitting on the kitchen
counter...and that was it.

No forwarding address. No parting gift. Not even a brief, Thanks for
sticking around for twenty-two years, Harrison, but I’'m outta here. Enjoy
what’s left of your sad, solitary life.

He swung his legs off the side of the bed and flicked on the bedside lamp,
but the sudden illumination didn’t make his puppy magically appear. Neither
did calling her name a few times—increasingly anxious with each recitation.



“I don’t smell smoke,” he said, mostly to comfort himself. “And I don’t see
any flames. So where the devil did you go?”

Given that puppy’s love of the underside of beds, his next move was to
check each one: his own functional wood frame, the ruffled skirt of his
parent’s once-happy matrimonial bed, the cot-like twin that his father had
moved to after his mom left. As much as it would have soothed his soul to
find her quivering underneath one of them, he found nothing but the
inevitable dust bunnies.

“This isn’t funny,” he called, his worry increasing with each dark corner
and cupboard that turned up empty. “And if you’re playing a game, I don’t
think I like it very much.”

In fact, he kind of hated it. He’d once thought that waking up in a hospital
bed with no memory of how he got there was the worst way to greet the day,
but he’d been wrong. Having no control over his health was frustrating and
difficult, yes, but at least he knew the cause—knew there was hope at the end
of the I'V bag.

To arise in an empty house, with Sophie off somewhere enjoying her life
without him in it and Bubbles God knows where, was worse. It was as though
he had handed them both a half of his heart, and now the whole thing was out
there walking around, vulnerable and exposed.

Which was the only explanation he could offer for why his chest felt so
hollow as he reached the kitchen to find the back door swung wide open. The
faulty latch had struck once again, making the cracked linoleum feel like ice
under his bare feet.

“This stupid fucking house!” he said, running to the open doorway and
scanning the dimming darkness for any sign of Bubbles. He couldn’t see the
puppy in the distance, but there were a few tiny footprints in the mud at the
bottom of the steps that didn’t bode well for this adventure’s end. Given the
size and scope of the land around the house, she could have gone anywhere.
“My stupid fucking father!”



For twenty-two years, that man had frozen himself and his heart here. For
twenty-two years, he refused to leave the only piece of his old life he had left.
But he had left—and without so much as a backward glance at Harrison in
the rearview mirror.

Just like his mom. Just like Sophie. And now, it seemed, just like Bubbles.

“No.”

Harrison wasn’t sure where the sudden resolution came from. Saying no
had always come easy to him, but never like this. He normally said no to
friendship and opportunity, to happiness and love. He said no to anything that
threatened to shake him out of his comfortable misery.

This time, however, he was saying no to being left behind.

“I’'m not letting you go without a fight,” he said to the empty kitchen.
Which was just as well, because he wasn’t sure who he was talking to. “You
don’t get to walk away without saying goodbye. You’re a part of me now.”

Despite the earliness—or lateness—of the hour, he grabbed his keys off the
hook and shoved his feet into a pair of work boots by the back door. He had
no idea where his puppy had gone or why, but he knew exactly who he could
rely on to help find her.

She was determined and strong. She was resolute and insistent.

She was his whole fucking world, and it was about goddamn time he did
something about it.

“She’s gone.”

Sophie awoke to find an unshaven, unkempt, and frantic man standing at
the foot of her bed.

“I looked all over the house and the yard, but her footsteps stopped a few
feet from the back door and I can’t find any other trace of her.”

She sat up, aware, as she did, that the flimsy camisole she’d worn to bed
left little to the imagination. But her nipples peeking through the thin silk



fabric seemed less important than the fact that Harrison Parks had somehow
broken into her house.

“Harrison? What are you doing here? And how did you get in?”

“I don’t know what the timeline for lost puppies is, but I know that for
people, the first twenty-four hours are the most vital.”

“Lost puppies?” she echoed, clarity beginning to wipe away some of her
grogginess.

“Yes. I woke up about an hour ago to find Bubbles missing. She’s not in
any of the usual places, and she doesn’t come when she’s called. I need to set
up a grid search—and I need to do it now—but I don’t have enough bodies.
Will you come?”

“Um.”

“Please, Sophie.” His voice had never sounded so bleak, his expression
never been so harsh. He’d also never looked so good. Maybe it was the dim
lights of dawn peeking in through the window, or maybe it was the fact that
he looked as honestly, openly human as she’d ever seen him, but the worried
lines of his face touched something deep within her. “I know you officially
graduated us, and that you technically aren’t responsible for her care
anymore, but she needs you.”

He paused. “I need you.”

Those three words were all she needed to hear to click into awareness. She
threw back her quilt and began tossing on whatever clothes were at hand. The
result was a mismatch of knee-high socks, jeans that were two sizes too big,
and a sweatshirt that proclaimed her the 2005 Northwest Volleyball
Champion, but she didn’t care.

Harrison needed her.

Okay, so he needed her help with Bubbles, and nothing short of an
emergency would have forced those words out of his mouth in the first place,
but she wasn’t going to quibble over the details. Not when it came to one of
her puppies.



Or when it came to one of her friends.

“Tell me exactly what happened,” she said as she led him out her bedroom
door to the kitchen. Her mother was already there, wrapped up in a fuzzy
pink robe and starting the coffeepot, which answered the question of how
Harrison got inside. “When did you last see her, and what did you do after
you left the Department of Natural Resources yesterday? Hey, Mom. Make it
extra strong, will you?”

“Triple strength,” she promised. “Anything else I can do to help? That poor
little puppy. She must be terrified out there on her own.”

Sophie took one look at Harrison’s expression—which had moved well
beyond terrified to reveal a pale, tightly drawn frown—and laughed. It was
difficult to get out in any sort of way that sounded natural, but she did it
because he needed her to. “That poor little puppy is probably chasing a rabbit
through the woods and having the time of her life. It’s Harrison we should
feel sorry for.”

“You think that’s what she’s doing?” Harrison asked. He took a cup of
coffee from her mom with a slight nod of thanks. It was a strange thing to
see, her mother accepting a large, strange man in her precious daughter’s
kitchen at four o’clock in the morning, but Alice had always been good in a
crisis.

“I do. We’ve probably been working her too hard, so she saw a chance at
freedom and took it. She’s still just a baby in so many ways.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Mentioning how vulnerable Bubbles was
only served to make Harrison vulnerable too.

“Hey.” She reached out and placed a hand on his arm, feeling the tense
strength of him through the worn flannel. “She’ll be okay. Dogs run away
from their owners and come home none the worse for their little adventures
all the time. I promise.”

“Maybe it works that way for most people,” he said soberly. “But whenever
anyone runs away from me, it has a tendency to stick.”



She dug her fingers so firmly into his arm it caused him to wince. “We’ll
find her and bring her home where she belongs, Harrison. I promise.”

He nodded once, accepting her vow as though she carried the authority of
the world on her shoulders. Her mother watched the interaction with
unblinking eyes peeping over the top of her coffee cup. Sophie knew she was
paying attention because even though the mug was held to her lips, she
hadn’t taken a sip even once.

Sophie also knew that somewhere along the lines, her mom had begun to
see what she saw—that Harrison wasn’t some cold stranger bent on ruining
her precious daughter’s life. He was just a man. One who was scared and
lonely and who had been that way for so long it had never occurred to him
that he deserved more.

But he did deserve it, and for the first time since Sophie had entered his
life, he was ready to push himself to get it.

“Harrison says he wants to start a—what was it?” She looked a question at
him. “Grid search?”

He nodded, his firefighting training clicking into place. “Yes. It’s standard
whenever anyone goes missing in the wilderness. By putting up parameters
and assigning everyone a region, we can cover the most ground without
doubling up. Even if she moved as fast as her legs would take her, she can’t
have gone too far from the house.”

“Okay, then that’s what we’ll do.” Sophie released her grip on Harrison and
grabbed the pen and notepad Lila kept in a tidy pile next to the house phone.
“You set up your parameters, and we’ll recruit everyone we know to take
them.”

Her mom nodded. “I’ll wake the girls and then give Paulette a call. She’ll
want to help.”

“Paulette?” Harrison echoed.

“From Sophie’s knitting circle. I'm sure she and Hilda can get most of the
other women from the group to join in, not to mention their families.”



“But—"

“And Oscar and as many DNR people as he can rustle up,” Sophie added
before Harrison could protest. She knew what he was thinking—that the
women of the knitting circle were the ones who caused her mother to move
into the house in the first place—but that hardly mattered now. When it came
to protecting their own, those fierce, loyal women were a godsend. And
Harrison, whether he knew it or not, was one of their own.

Because he’s mine.

As Sophie was rapidly coming to learn, the people who loved her, who took
such good care of her, didn’t just throw the mantle over herself. It
automatically extended to everyone she held dear, no questions asked.

If that was what it meant to be weak, to know that she and everyone she
held dear was loved, then so be it. She was willing to accept the
consequences—if not for her own sake, then for Harrison’s. That man could
use a safety net right about now.

“You should also include your parents,” Sophie’s mom added.

Harrison balked—as in physically balked, his entire body rearing back like
a horse stopping at a jump. “Parents? Mine?”

“Good idea. They’ll have a better idea of all the hiding places out there, and
Bubbles knows and trusts your father.” Sophie took one look at Harrison’s
expression and added, “I’ll give them a call right now. I’'m sure they’ll meet
us out there.”

“Perfect. That gives us a nice, big number.” Her mom yanked open a
cupboard and started pulling down all the to-go coffee cups she could find.
“With a group this large, I'm sure we’ll have that little puppy home by
noon.”



Chapter 21

To no one’s surprise, it turned out that noon was an optimistic estimate.

Harrison was no stranger to the weird ways time worked in an emergency
situation. Some days, firefighting in the wilderness seemed to stretch into
eternity, each second a minute, each minute an hour. Other days, he went
from opening his eyes in the morning to closing them twelve hours later
without so much as a memory of the events that occurred.

This was one of those former situations. True to their promise, the Vasquez
women had marshalled a search party that was larger and more dedicated
than he had any right to expect, but all the bodies in the world couldn’t force
a two-pound puppy to materialize out of thin air.

“Bubbles!”

“Oh, Bubbles!”

“Here, puppy, puppy. Come out, doggie, doggie.”

The sounds of two dozen people scouring the woods outside his house
provided a strangely soothing backdrop to his own part of the search, which
was to turn over any large log and rip out any oversize brush that might have
accidentally trapped her. He knew it was dangerous to undergo that kind of
exertion without Bubbles there to make sure his blood sugar levels were
stable, but that was sort of the whole point, wasn’t it?

He couldn’t do this without her. Not anymore. Somewhere in the past few
weeks, he’d realized that the one-man approach to living wasn’t the way he
wanted to go about things.



He wasn’t infallible. He wasn’t an island. He was just a man, and he
wanted his puppy back.

He wanted his puppy and Sophie back. He just had to find a way to get to
them first.

“Oh. Um. Hello, Harry.”

Harrison stepped out from behind a tree to find his mother sitting on a
fallen log, her legs extended out in front of her and a bag of trail mix in her
hand. To all appearances, she looked like a person without a care in the
world.

Which, he guessed, was exactly what she was. She might have come at
Sophie’s mom’s bidding—because, really, who could say no to that woman?
—but she had no emotional investment in the outcome. She’d never had any
emotional investment where her only son was concerned.

“Do you need to take a break?” he asked. As usual, his voice came out
rougher than he intended, but he didn’t know how to stop it. “If you’re not
feeling up to the search, you can head back to the house and we can reassign
your section to someone else.”

Minerva hopped to her feet and tucked her snack out of sight. “I’m fine. I
was just catching my breath, that’s all.”

“It’s okay if you need a rest,” he said with a complete absence of irony. It
may have taken a tiny puppy and a woman with a heart of steel to teach him
that, but he’d learned his lesson. “The search isn’t worth risking your own
health.”

“Thank you,” she replied, equally unironically. “It’s taken a lot more out of
me than I expected, that’s all. Being back here, seeing it again.”

His sympathies stopped there.

“I’ve missed it—these woods, this place.” His mom stopped. She must have
seen the look on his face, because her voice quavered as she added, “You.”

“The first twenty-four hours are the most important,” he said, parroting his
words from earlier that morning. He doubted that Bubbles was the real reason



she’d come out here today, but he didn’t care. She was the reason he was
here, and that was all that mattered. “We need to keep searching while the
daylight lasts.”

His mom brushed her hands on the seat of her jeans and nodded, her eyes
not quite meeting his. “She means a lot to you—this dog?”

He didn’t know what it was about her tone that annoyed him, but it
probably had something to do with how disbelieving it was, how unsure. He
shouldn’t have been surprised. Naturally this woman, who had seen a son in
peril and walked away, couldn’t fathom putting in this kind of work for a
mere puppy.

“Yes, Minerva. Mom.” He placed a heavy emphasis on her title. “Bubbles
means a lot to me. I’ve only had her for a few weeks, but I love her.”

She lifted a hand to him before dropping it well out of reach. “Of course
you do, darling.”

On the contrary, there was no of course about it. Of course was the last
thing anyone would have expected when pairing a man like him and a puppy
like Bubbles. In fact, the only person in the world who would look at the two
of them and think, Huh, this seems like a great idea, was Sophie.

Not because her world was one of comfort and coddling, but because she
was the only person to believe he could change. She’d taken one look at him,
seen straight through to his heart, and decided to single-handedly bring it to
life again.

And that was exactly what she’d done—up until the moment he’d crushed
her with a few callous words.

Yet she was still here, helping him.

She was still here, making sure that whatever was left of his heart had a
chance to thrive.

“I don’t believe in forgiveness and second chances,” he said with an abrupt
change of subject.

His mother’s face fell. “I know I don’t deserve either one, but—"



“Just because Dad is capable of reversing twenty-two years of conditioning
and is willing to open his heart to you again, that doesn’t mean I have to too.”

“No, and I completely understand, only—"

“Don’t hurt him,” Harrison said.

She blinked, almost as confused as he was by the sudden change in his
tone. But although she couldn’t know what kinds of battles were being waged
inside his chest, had no idea that Sophie had triumphed there so many times
already, he did. Forgiveness and second chances sounded pretty good right
about now. So did opening his heart to all those possibilities he’d shunned for
years.

“That’s all I ask of you,” he said. “I don’t know why you decided to come
back now, of all times, or what you said to convince Dad that this time would
be any different, but these past twenty years haven’t been easy on him. I
haven’t been easy on him.”

“Oh, Harrison.”

This time, when she reached for him, she made contact. It wasn’t much,
just a press of her fingers before she dropped her hand away, but it was
enough. This woman may not have had the strength to sit by his bedside and
watch him in pain, but that was on her. She was the one who’d missed his
childhood, his adolescence, his young adulthood. She was the one who’d run
away rather than face the harsh realities of life.

She was the broken one. Not him.

“It must have been really difficult, seeing me like that,” he offered.

His mom’s lower lip quivered. “It was. You have no idea. I was—Oh, I
don’t know. Weak? Scared? A little of both, I think. I’m not as strong as your
father. I never have been. I took one look at you, so tiny and unconscious in
that bed, and had to get away.”

It was a sentiment he didn’t understand, since Bubbles was tiny and could
very well be unconscious, and he had no intention of stopping until he had
her in his arms again. But he softened anyway.



Especially when his mom muttered a curse and said, “You were better off
with him anyway, believe me.”

He had to chuckle. “I might not have agreed with you a few weeks ago, but
I think I do now.”

She looked a question at him.

“I always thought it was the worst thing about me, how much like Dad I
am, but I’m starting to think it might be a good thing.”

As if to prove it, his dad’s voice sounded in the distance. He called out for
Bubbles in his usual cantankerous tone, offering several reasons why tiny
puppies who took off in the middle of the night deserved their inevitable
fates.

“He won’t stop until we find her,” Harrison said. “He won’t leave when
things get rough. In fact, he wouldn’t even leave me until a few days ago
when he finally realized I’d be okay on my own.”

“And will you?” his mom asked, watching him.

Harrison nodded. He had no way of knowing what the future held for him,
and there was a good chance Sophie would never forgive him for hurting her,
but he’d wait. Twenty-two years if he had to, growing even more irritable and
set in his ways as the years progressed.

Parks men were built that way—for the kind of love that lasted a lifetime.
For the fairy-tale ending they deserved. For the kind of life that refused to
accept anything but a happily ever after.

“You should take a break.”

Sophie approached the wooded copse Harrison was searching with a bottle
of water in her hand and a look of determination on her face. “You’re not
going to do anyone any good if you faint out here. It’1l take at least twelve of
the men to drag you back to the house.”

Even though it was the last thing he felt like, he huffed out a laugh. It



seemed like the least he could do. They were nearing the eight-hour mark for
their search. Even though everyone else’s optimism had flagged, she
remained determinedly positive, all smiles and encouragement and rah-rah
promises.

“Thank you.” He accepted the water and took a few deep gulps. “But I’d
like to stay out here as long as possible.”

“I’m sure you do, but my sisters want to talk to you, so you might as well
take fifteen. Apparently, Lila has a theory she’d like to share with you.”

“She has a theory?” He blinked. “Like...of relativity?”

“Something like that.” Sophie’s smile faltered. Clasping her hands in front
of her, she became unnaturally focused on a hangnail on her thumb. “Lila’s
supersmart when it comes to animal behavior, so she’s worth listening to. I
told her what you said yesterday, about how Bubbles misses me, and she
thinks you could be right. She says the puppy might be out looking for me.”

He twisted his head to get a better look at Sophie. She was exhausted,
obviously, with bags under her eyes and her hair an odd mixture of puffed-
out spikes and sweat-dampened curls. She’d also shed her heavy sweatshirt
for a faded AC/DC T-shirt of his that was tied in a knot at the waist.

To make matters worse, she was limping from a fall into a gopher hole. Of
the two of them, she was the one who most needed a break.

Not that she’d take one. He’d never seen anyone so good at field morale,
pushing when it was needed, pampering when it wasn’t, indefatigable from
start to finish. They could use a woman like her at the fire sites.

He could use a woman like her in his life.

“She thinks Bubbles went in search of you?” he asked.

“I mean, it’s possible.” She examined the hangnail with renewed interest.
“Lila’s in the kitchen making a few calls to animal control. She asked me to
come get you so she can ask you a few questions.”

The mention of animal control got him moving. In his experience, that was
who you called to scrape up the roadkill from the side of the highway in



winter, the people who put dangerous animals down and fought cougars that
wandered a little too close to town. Not exactly the people he wanted to talk
to about his lost puppy.

The walk back to the house was slow because of Sophie’s limp, but neither
one of them attempted to fill the minutes with small talk. Harrison
appreciated it more than Sophie could possibly know. It was enough to have
her beside him, to hear the soft sounds of her breathing and the steady crunch
of her footsteps. He’d said terrible things to her, had blamed her for a
situation that was well beyond her power to correct, but that hadn’t stopped
her from coming to his aid.

“Sophie, I—” he began, but she yanked open the back door and pushed him
through it before he could finish.

“Not now,” she said in a tone that was firm but kind. “You can tell me later.
After we have her safe.”

What if we never have her safe?

He couldn’t voice the question aloud. It was caught, sharp and barbed, in
his throat. Besides, he stepped into the kitchen to find himself facing not just
Sophie’s oldest sister, but Dawn too. Both of them were standing near the
sink with their arms crossed, their conversation low pitched and ominous.

It became all the more ominous when they stopped the moment they saw
him standing there.

“Ah, there you are,” Lila said unhelpfully.

“Take a seat,” Dawn added as she pulled out a chair at the rough-scrubbed
table covered with its nicks and scratches. For all that his house had been
taken over lately, no one had managed to get a tablecloth over it. It sat there,
ugly and stark, for everyone to see.

He might have run then, escaped with what was left of his energy, but
Sophie stood by the back door, her hip resting against the kitchen counter. He
was trapped on all sides by Vasquez women.

Strange that it should feel so comforting. Strange that he welcomed the



cushioning, enveloping embrace of them.

“Why does this feel like you’re about to give me bad news?” he asked,
looking from one face to another. The sisters probably didn’t realize it, but
they were almost identical when they wore those serious expressions. They
each had their own unique smile, but this earnest intensity was worn in the
same flat press of their lips, the same dark eyes that appeared both troubled
and concerned at the same time.

It was probably the shared tragedy of Sophie’s youth that had done it.
They’d learned to share their grief. They’d figured out how to tackle the
harsh realities of the world together.

Oh, how he envied them that. To face another tragedy alone was more than
he could bear.

“What did animal control say?” he asked, his voice sharp. “They found her?
She’s dead, isn’t she? You just don’t want to tell me.”

“We haven’t heard anything bad, Harrison, I promise.” Lila’s voice was
kind but firm. “And you’ll be the first to know if we do. Do you love my
sister?”

“What?”

Harrison took a wide step back, eager to put as much distance between
himself and that question as possible, but it didn’t work. Sophie appeared just
as startled as he was. She’d jumped away from the counter and was standing
stock-still in the middle of the doorway. Instead of retreat, he only managed
to ram his body into hers, which was not the place he wanted to go right now.
Touching her, even by mistake, reminded him of how soft she was, how
yielding, how warm.

In other words, of how much he loved her.

“Answer the question, please. It’s important for finding Bubbles.”

He swiveled toward Sophie. “Did you put her up to this?” he asked. He
hadn’t finished the question before he already knew the answer. That look of
wide-eyed alarm couldn’t belong to anyone else.



“Of course she didn’t,” Dawn said. She shook the back of the chair in a
pointed effort to get him to sit. As it appeared he was trapped anyway, he sat.
He might as well be comfortable. “If you haven’t figured out by now that
Sophie is the sweetest and most thoughtful person on the face of the planet,
then you never will.”

“Um, guys? Maybe now’s not the best ti—”

Dawn waved her sister off. “The sweetest,” she echoed firmly. “And the
most thoughtful, and everyone who meets her falls instantly in love.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, watching the woman in question. Memorizing her.
“I know.”

“That includes humans and canines,” Lila added. “It’s uncanny, to be
honest.”

“I know that too,” he said, his voice gaining strength. A few months ago,
this was the exact kind of conversation that would have had him shutting
down and running away. These were his feelings they were talking about—he
and these three women, he and the woman he loved. A Parks man didn’t just
loosen his tongue and say what he felt. He was supposed to hide these things,
bury these things, pretend that he didn’t need these things as much as he
needed the air he breathed.

“Of course I love her,” he said. “I’m in love with her. What kind of a fool
would I have to be not to? She’s beautiful and capable and strong. She sees
good things growing in terrible places. She’s the best person I know, and I’ve
been hers since the moment she yelled at me for giving Bubbles table
scraps.”

“I didn’t yell at you!” Sophie squeaked. Her cheeks were suffused with
pink, her whole body motionless.

“You did, and you meant it,” he replied, strangely relaxed now that he’d
gotten over that first hurdle.

Dawn cast a wide smile over them all. “There now. That wasn’t so hard,
was it? Are you going to stand there glaring the whole time, Sophie, or are



you going sit down too?”

She gulped. “I’ll stand, thanks. I feel like I should be on my feet for this.”

To be perfectly honest, Harrison would have preferred her in his arms for
this, but he wasn’t going to push Sophie into any kind of declaration she
wasn’t ready for. It was enough that she knew what was in his heart.

Lila cleared her throat. Of the three sisters, she was the most naturally
authoritative—and it was a skill she obviously had no qualms pulling out
whenever she felt the impulse. “Now, Harrison. Would you say that Sophie’s
presence in your life is integral to your happiness?”

“Yes, of course it is. She’s everything to me.”

An indistinguishable sound escaped from between Sophie’s lips.

“Excellent.” Despite her sister’s growing discomfort, Lila continued her
interrogation without so much as a blink. “Would you say that you’ve been
particularly adept at hiding these emotions? Particularly from your puppy?”

“From Bubbles?” His chest squeezed at the thought of that tiny bit of fluff
—the one creature in his life he thought he hadn’t driven away.
“Unfortunately, no. I’ve been miserable since the moment I said those awful
things to Sophie, and the puppy knew it. I told you, Sophie, remember? I
begged you to fix her.”

“I remember,” Sophie said, her voice low.

“Then, yesterday after we left the DNR, she kept licking my face and hands
over and over again. She wouldn’t leave my side even to go to the bathroom.
I tested my blood sugar eight extra times yesterday, thinking she was trying
to alert me, but it was always normal.”

“And what were you doing last night that might have set her off?” Lila
asked. “Anything out of the ordinary?”

He thought back to the evening before, trying to remember everything he’d
said and done that Bubbles could have misconstrued as his determination to
give up on life. He’d spent several hours digging his never-ending ditches,
yes, and had eaten his sad, plain chicken breast for one while standing over



the sink, but those were hardly signs of a man on the brink. A man who
desperately wanted his woman back, yes, but that part went without saying.

“I don’t think so. It was pretty routine, as far as life goes.”

“His pillow,” Sophie offered.

Lila cocked her head. “What’s that?”

“Ask him about his pillow.”

“What?” Harrison turned to the woman standing next to him—the light in
his heart, the joy of his life, the missing piece of his soul. She looked the
picture of innocence, but Harrison wasn’t fooled for a second. Behind those
wide, gorgeous eyes lurked the worst thing that had ever happened to him.

And the best.

“Don’t you dare,” he warned.

But of course she dared. She always had.

“He makes out with it sometimes when he’s feeling lonely,” she said, a
gurgle of laughter at the back of her throat. “I don’t know how hot and heavy
those sessions get, but he might have taken things a touch too far. Maybe
Bubbles was traumatized.”

“Goddammit, Sophie!” He jolted out of his seat, pushing the wooden legs
across the floor with a screech. “For the last time, I don’t make out with my
pillow—and even if I were in the habit of defiling inanimate objects, I
wouldn’t do it while my puppy was watching.”

“Oh?” she asked, head tilted. “When would you do it? In the shower? That
makes sense. That’s where I like to—"

He took two long strides to stand before her, attempting to make his glare
as menacing and outraged as it had ever been, but it was no use. He couldn’t
look at her and feel anything but love. He couldn’t be near her and think of
anything but joy.

“Since the day you entered my life, [ haven’t known a moment’s peace,” he
grumbled, though his voice was soft. “You’re the first thing I think of when I
wake up in the morning and the last memory I have before I fall asleep at



night. I picture you when I’m in bed and when I'm working out and when
I’m driving my truck. I can’t hear the wind without picking up the sound of
your laughter in it. I can’t look at Bubbles without seeing your face smiling
up at mine. There’s a good chance I’ll never be able to shake you. Not for a
single second. Not for as long as I live.”

She hadn’t blinked even once during his tirade. Perfectly still, she held his
stare, matching it with an increasingly resolute one of her own.

“You’re everywhere inside me, Sophie,” he said, his voice cracking.
“You’re everywhere inside this house. I did everything I could to scrub you
away, but even though I washed my sheets three times, I swear I can still
smell you in them.”

“That’s it.”

Harrison had forgotten that they weren’t alone in the kitchen, that his
audience included Sophie’s sisters. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t really
care. He’d hid his emotions for so many years, buried any sentiment that
might cause his father to decide that he too would rather live his life without
Harrison in it.

He was done with that. He was angry at his parents, scared for Bubbles,
annoyed with Oscar, and unsure about the future. Above all else, he loved
Sophie Vasquez with everything he had.

And he didn’t care who the fuck knew it.

“The sheets,” Dawn said. “That’s it. You say you washed them yesterday?”

He nodded. “I had to. They were killing me.”

“No, they weren’t.” Lila’s tone was matter-of-fact, but her gentle smile
eased some of the sting of them. “But Bubbles wouldn’t have known that. I
was right.”

He looked a question at her.

“Her job is to protect you, remember?” Lila asked. “And she’s done
nothing over the past six weeks but learn how to do that. She knows the way
you smell. She knows the beat of your heart. She knows what you need long



before you do.”

He finished the rest for her. “She knew that if I wiped the last of Sophie
away, I’d never be whole again. She knew she had to go get her for me.”

If he’d thought having sheets that smelled like Sophie was painful, then it
was obviously because he’d never felt anything like this before. That little
dog was so much smarter—so much better—than him. Instead of accepting
the way things were, instead of sitting around and steeping in her own
misery, she’d gotten up off her tiny puppy ass and set out to change her fate.
To change his fate.

She’d saved his life. Again.

“But where would she have gone?” he asked, transferring his gaze from one
sister’s face to the next. “Where would she expect to find Sophie?”

Lila snapped her fingers. “The kennel.”

“It’s a heck of a walk, but she could make it,” Dawn said. “She’d do it for
Harrison. That puppy of Sophie’s is nothing if not determined.”

“I know,” Harrison said as he reached for his keys. He wasn’t wasting
another second. “It’s the thing I love about both of them.”



Chapter 22

They found Bubbles straggling along the side of the highway a few miles
outside of Spokane.

From the look of her, all matted fur and lolling tongue, the journey hadn’t
been an easy one. Those short, stubby legs required constant motion in order
to gain any ground at all, and anxiety at being away from Harrison made her
more frantic than usual.

Still, Sophie had never seen such a beautiful creature.

“Bubbles, you precious little monster!” she cried as she jumped out of
Harrison’s truck before it had come to a complete halt. The momentum of her
leap threw her to the ground, but she brushed herself off and ran to the
puppy’s side. “Do you have any idea how worried we were? Do you know
how many people are crawling over the fields right now in search of your
tiny puppy remains?”

From the feeble wag of the animal’s tail as she realized who was accosting
her on the dirty side of a highway, Sophie was guessing she knew. She was
also guessing she didn’t care.

“Harrison, do you have the—?”

She didn’t have to finish the question, as Harrison was already scooping up
his puppy with a water bottle in one hand. He poured a cascade in front of the
animal’s mouth, allowing her to lap greedily until the initial pangs of her
thirst wore away.

“You are never going to do that to me again, do you understand, young



lady? I’ve been out of my mind since I woke up this morning.” He glanced
anxiously over at Sophie. “She’s okay. Is she okay? She looks okay.”

“Everything looks intact, anyway,” she replied. When that answer won her
nothing but a sharp look of rebuke, she added, “I’'m not a vet, Harrison. I’'m
just a dog trainer. And a pretty good one, if I do say so myself.”

“The devil you are.” Harrison’s oath carried zero malice—a thing that was
obvious while he continued to allow Bubbles to wriggle and lick rapturously
at his face. “You trained this animal to believe I can’t live without you. I
always knew there was something wrong with the way you conducted your
business.”

“I beg your pardon. Puppy Promise is a one-of-a-kind organization that you
were lucky to find. You think we find last-minute placements and training
programs for just anyone?”

He took a step closer. “Oscar made you do it.”

She took a step closer too. “No way. Oscar might be the boss of you, but he
isn’t in charge of me. No one is.”

“Well, obviously. I’ve known that since day one. The only thing I can’t
understand is why you let anyone tell you otherwise.” He drew a long breath.
“I’m really sorry, Sophie—for what I said the other day about you not being
strong, about you not knowing what it’s like to struggle. I was... Well, shit. I
was hurting, and I was scared of losing you. I still am, to be honest. I can’t
think of anything worse.”

A sob caught in her throat, preventing her from speech.

“I know why the people in your life are overprotective, and it’s not because
they think you’re weak.” He lifted a hand toward her, but when she still
couldn’t move to return the gesture, he dropped it. “It’s because they can’t
imagine a world without you in it.”

“Oh, Harrison,” she said feebly. It was everything and nothing—and for
some reason, her inability to put her feelings into words only caused Harrison
to open up even more.



“You saved this dog today,” he said. “You saved me. You called on the
power of every godforsaken person under the sun and made them come to my
aid. Believe me when I say that they wouldn’t have bothered for anyone
else.”

That got Sophie to set her jaw. “Bullshit.”

He almost dropped the puppy in his surprise. He also almost dropped the
puppy when a logging truck whisked past, stirring up cold air and a whirl of
dust.

But he didn’t drop her. From the looks of it, he wasn’t going to let that poor
animal out of his sight for months.

“What did you just say?”

“Bullshit,” she echoed, louder this time. “Every single person out there
today would have come for your sake. Derek and Jessica and all the DNR
crew. Oscar and that weird, skinny kid with his pants on backward. My
sisters. My mother. Your mother.”

He paused at the mention of his long-lost parent, but Sophie wasn’t buying
it. Not now. Not after he’d reluctantly, begrudgingly, oh-so-wholeheartedly
professed his love for her in front of his sisters. He might like to pretend that
he was a closed book and that no one was allowed to touch the pain he buried
deep inside, but she knew better.

He was a marshmallow. He always had been.

“They like you,” she said. “They respect you. The only problem is that you
refuse to let any of them in long enough to do something about it. Yes, I
know—people leave and people make mistakes and people let you down. So
what? Open the door anyway. Step out from behind that wall and see what it
feels like to have other people take care of you for a while. I think you might
get used to it. In fact, I think you might actually like it.”

Mentioning the wall had the effect of shutting him down. She could see it
happening, was watching the transformation with her very own eyes. His
eyes went stony. His mouth became a hard line. His shoulders came up.



And then, without a single word, it stopped.

“Okay.”

She stopped as well, too startled by his sudden capitulation to do more than
blink at him. “Okay?”

“Okay.” A smile moved across his face. It was the real one—the
devastating one. “I like the sound of that, but only if you promise to keep me
company in there.”

“Wait—what? That actually worked?”

Harrison tucked Bubbles under one arm and took the final step toward her.
He was as exhausted as she was, drained both physically and emotionally,
and it showed in every weathered line of his face. The shadow of his beard
hinted of dark deeds, and his bull-like stance was as powerful as always, but
none of that mattered. No matter how many times she searched his eyes, she
didn’t see any sign of the wall. Once again, she’d managed to get him to tear
it down.

But this time, he’d taken it down it for good.

“I still think you’re going to push me and poke me and make my life
generally uncomfortable,” he said.

“That’s because I am.”

He lifted a hand toward her cheek, holding it just above her skin until she
turned into it.

“And I still think you’re an evil dragon of a woman who trains sweet,
innocent puppies to be her minions.”

She choked on a laugh. “Why not? There have been worse crimes
committed in the name of love.”

His palm tensed on her cheek, his fingers pressing into her skin and pulling
her close. It was impossible to wrap her arms around him and squeeze while
he had Bubbles between them, so she did the next best thing and licked her
lips. The edge of her tongue grazed the side of his thumb, drawing forth his
deep groan.



“I do love you,” he said, his breath growing ragged. “More than I thought
possible, more than I knew people could love.”

She smiled against the press of his thumb. “I always knew I could love you
this much. I was just afraid you wouldn’t want me to.”

His deep chuckle was the only sound she needed for her heart to swell and
her body to start throbbing with desire. Both of these sensations—of fullness
and emptiness, of the entire world expanding within her—were nothing
compared to the words that left his mouth next.

“Will you help me?” he asked, bringing his mouth down to hers. “When I
stumble? If I fall?”

She accepted his kiss readily, prepared to stand on the gusty side of the
highway with a puppy wedged between them forever if it meant she could
always feel like this.

“Of course I will,” she said and laughed against his lips. “If I can train a
broken, skittish puppy to love a grouch like you, how hard could it possibly
be to train a man?”



Epilogue

“This one’s for you, and this one’s for you, and this one’s for you.” Harrison
tossed the paper-wrapped bundles at the people standing nearest him in the
backyard. The billowing smoke that surrounded them came from a summer
barbecue rather than the forest fires that had kept him from home for the past
two weeks, which made for a nice change.

It was also nice to see so many friendly, relaxed faces. The backyard was
still a pit of half-finished projects and Sophie’s never-ending battle with the
raccoon who refused to heed her eviction notice, but no one seemed to care.
Sophie’s sisters were there, which was a large part of the carefree ambiance,
but his parents were in attendance too.

Dawn accepted her bundle greedily and started tearing in right away. Lila
was a little more restrained, but she still shrugged and daintily began undoing
the tape around the edges. His mom, however, just stared at hers.

“Go on,” he said, his voice gruff. This time, at least, he had the excuse of
two solid weeks of breathing smoke outside Chelan as the cause. Even
though he’d been doing a lot better job of slowing down and putting his—and
Bubbles’s—health first, he had a tendency to sound like he’d gargled rocks
for a few days afterward. “It’s not a big deal.”

His mom opened her mouth as if to argue, but she was forestalled by
Dawn’s shout of laughter.

“Is this supposed to be a shawl?” she asked as she held the deformed lump
of red yarn to the sky. “Or a...dish towel?”



“It’s a scarf,” he retorted. “And it took me three weeks to make, so you’d
better wear it every day.”

Lila had managed to extract hers from the packaging and joined in her
sister’s laughter. “I think mine has an armhole. Or a breezeway. That’ll come
in handy, seeing as how it’s ninety-five degrees outside right now.”

“Four weeks. That one took me four weeks.” He paused. “I sent one to your
parents in Greece too. Your mom promised to take it to all the important
sites. I think she’s finally starting to like me.”

“Oh, she hates you,” Dawn said. “You took her precious darling.”

“She loves you,” Lila countered. “You took her precious darling.”

Harrison just shook his head and gestured for them to put their garments on.
He wasn’t sure he’d ever understand the strange relationship that existed in a
family as intimate and loving as this one, but he was getting closer.

The two sisters looked ridiculous, of course, and not just because it was the
dead of summer and the need for handmade knitwear was slim. No matter
how many times he tried to get the hang of knitting, or how well he thought
he was doing at the time, he always ended up with a variation of the same
awkward scarf.

Poor Bubbles would never get the full wardrobe he’d promised her—which
was probably just as well, since the women in Sophie’s knitting circle had
taken it upon themselves to outfit her in every style and color under the sun.
They loved that damn dog.

He was starting to think they loved him a little too. It was a nice feeling.

“Is mine a scarf too?” his mother asked. She still hadn’t opened her
package. She held it against her chest like something precious, a misty look
in her eyes. “You made me a scarf?”

“It’s not a very good one,” he said. This time, his voice was gruff with
emotion, but he didn’t try to fight it. He and his mom weren’t close yet, but
he liked to think they were making progress. “But I like knitting. It’s weirdly
calming.”



She nodded as if that made perfect sense. “You never were able to sit still
for long periods at a time.”

Which was another way of saying he was a lot of work. “Sorry about that,”
he said.

“Don’t be.” The mistiness in her eyes increased. “It’s always been one of
my favorite things about you.”

“What is?” Sophie asked, coming up from behind him. She wrapped her
arms around his waist and buried her face in his neck, drawing a deep breath
as though inhaling his very essence. “His roguish good looks? That’s what
got me. Well, that and his puppy-like innocence. Isn’t that right, Bubbles?”

The dog at his feet yapped her agreement.

His mom chuckled. “I was just telling him that he was always on the go,
even as a baby. He was always awake, always alert, always looking for
something to get into. Nothing ever seemed to slow him down.”

“Chains did the trick occasionally.” Harrison’s dad came up behind them, a
beer in his hand and a smile on his face. Half of that sight was familiar to
him, but he was still adjusting to the smile part. He’d been doing a lot of that
ever since Minerva had come home.

“You didn’t!” Sophie protested with a laugh.

“Sure I did. Plus ropes, zip ties, a pit in the backyard with chicken wire
over the top...”

“Wallace, no,” Minerva protested.

“Of course not,” he said, agreeing. “But it would have served him right if I
had. If you had any idea what I had to go through during his teen years...”

A few months ago, Harrison would have shut down at the reference to the
past. A few months ago, he would have turned stiff and remote. But a few
months ago, he hadn’t been happy.

He was now. He defied anyone not to be with a woman like Sophie at his
back and a dog like Bubbles at his feet. Literally.

“If it’s any consolation, Sophie was a much worse teenager than I was,” he



offered. “You should hear some of the stories she has to tell about her
wayward youth. The drugs. The needles.”

“Don’t you dare,” she warned in his ear.

He dared. “The orgies.”

His mom’s eyes flew wide open, but his dad just laughed and wrapped an
arm around her shoulders. “It’s probably better if we don’t ask,” he said as he
led her away. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about that girl, it’s that she’s
capable of anything.”

“He’s right, you know,” Harrison said as soon as they were out of earshot.
“I knew it from the start—you’re terrifying.”

“Am I?” Sophie murmured, not the least bit put off by this confession.

“A veritable monster.”

“Tell me more,” she cooed, her lips brushing against his ear and sending a
familiar jolt of electricity through him. “You know how much I love it when
you get all romantic on me.”

So he told her. From start to finish, using up the entire vocabulary he’d
spend his wayward adolescence accumulating, he let the words fall gently
over her head.

She was as tough as a dragon and soft as a puppy. As tempting as a devil
and sweet as an angel. She was everything and anything she wanted to be.

She was finally his, and that was enough for them both.
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Chapter 1

Lila was going to kill her sisters for this.

“Lila! Lila Vasquez!” A voice hailed her from across the crowded ballroom
floor. It was followed by the bustling of a woman in a tasteful two-piece
dress suit. A pang of envy flooded through Lila for that neat, pearly-gray
fabric, but it was a short-lived sentiment.

Mostly because it was immediately replaced by embarrassment. And
despair. And the overwhelming urge to throw herself out the nearest window.

She changed her mind. Death was too good for her sisters. Nothing less
than lifelong torment would do.

“Aren’t you so brave,” the woman cooed as she came to a halt. Her
sweeping gaze took in the full glory of Lila’s billowing bubble-gum-pink ball
gown. If the color wasn’t bad enough, the fact that she was followed by a trail
of sparkles everywhere she went was. She’d left the ladies’ restroom looking
like a glitter bomb had gone off in one of the stalls. “I wish I could wear
something like that, but at our age, you know...”

Yes, Lila did know. No one over the age of twenty-one should ever leave
the house in this shade of pink. Unfortunately, Sophie and Dawn had
interpreted the Once Upon a Time theme literally. Instead of the costume
party she’d been assured awaited her inside these doors, Lila had found
herself inside a nonprofit event as upscale as it was elegant. She stuck out
like a sore thumb.

A giant, pink, puffy thumb.



“It’s so nice to see you, Kathy,” she said, forcing a smile. It probably
looked about as plastic as she felt, but she was determined to stay put. She’d
been invited to this ball as an established and vital part of Spokane’s hearing
services community. Its purpose was to raise funds for the hearing impaired,
largely for the purchase of medical equipment, implants, hearing assistive
tech...and service dogs.

Lila might look silly—and feel just as ridiculous—but her dogs deserved a
seat at the table, metaphorically speaking. She’d give them that even if it
meant she had to stand here all night, shedding glitter into fifty-dollar glasses
of champagne.

“I’m excited to hear who will be getting our puppy donation,” she said in
what she hoped was a casual tone. “So are my sisters. I’'m supposed to text
them the moment I find out. Do you know when they’ll be making the
announcements?”

Kathy waved an airy hand. She was one of the ball organizers, but she had
less to do with the details and more to do with squeezing large donations out
of the city’s finest. “You’ll have to ask Anya. She has the full schedule. I
only came by to ask where you got that gorgeous dress. My daughter’s winter
formal is coming up, and they’re doing Candy Land this year. That’s exactly
what we’ve been looking for.”

It was enough to send a lesser woman fleeing for the nearest hiding place.
Lila had spotted several already, each one more appealing than the last. There
was a huge banquet table she could crawl underneath to wait out the
evening’s events, or a swan ice sculpture dripping in the entryway that might
provide an adequate shield. In a pinch, even that pair of waiters with giant
silver platters could help her make a quick getaway.

But Lila stood her ground. Lila always stood her ground. Neither snow nor
rain nor heat nor extreme social embarrassment—

“Oh God.” Catching sight of a familiar man by the entryway, she whirled
around, her skirt ballooning around her legs. “This can’t be happening.”



“What can’t be happening?” Kathy asked, her brows raised. She took a sip
of her champagne, a wayward piece of glitter clinging to her upper lip. “Are
you sure you’re all right?”

No. Lila wasn’t sure of anything except that no number of waiters with
silver platters would be able to help her now. What she needed was for the
ground to open up beneath her, for the world to swallow her whole. Risking a
quick peek over her shoulder, she scanned the entryway again and... Yep. It
was happening. It was happening, and there was nothing she could do to stop
it.

She dashed a hand out and grabbed Kathy’s forearm. “Quick—what’s the
easiest way out of here?”

“I think maybe you should sit down,” Kathy said, frowning at where Lila
was crushing the silk of her suit. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”

On the contrary, it was no ghost that had caught Lila’s eye. That flash of
white coming from the opposite side of the room was blinding enough to be
supernatural, but Lila had never believed in that sort of thing. Ghosts weren’t
real and bogeymen were make-believe, but a smile as toothy and brilliant as
her ex-boyfriend’s had caused her plenty of sleepless nights.

“The kitchen?” Lila asked, mostly to herself. “No, I’ll never make it that
far. It’ll have to be the emergency exit.”

She knew she was babbling, but she could no more stop the words from
leaving her mouth than she could still the sudden thumping of her heart.
Patrick Yarmouth. Of all the men to saunter through the door looking as
though he’d dropped in straight out of a toothpaste ad, it had to be him.

She could brazen this dress out for the sake of her company, Puppy
Promise. She could smile and sparkle for as long as it took to woo the people
who had the power to take that company to the next level.

But she could not, would not, dared not risk exposing herself to the man
who’d accused her of perfection like it was a four-letter word. Especially
since he hadn’t spotted her yet. There’s still time to make my escape.



“I’m sorry, Kathy,” she said as she lifted her skirts and headed for the
bright red exit sign. “I have to leave.”

“Does this mean you aren’t going to tell me where you got the dress?”
Kathy called, watching her go. “My daughter will be so disappointed.”

“I’ll email you the details tomorrow,” Lila promised as she pushed through
the door to safety. Better yet, she thought as she navigated the steep flight of
steps leading down, I’ll shove the dress in a box and mail it to you.

After tonight, there was nothing on earth that could induce her to wear
sparkles again.

It was only cowardice if she hid behind the potted plant.

“I’m standing next to it,” Lila said to no one in particular, if only because
there was no one in particular to say it to. She’d escaped the emergency
stairwell to find herself on some kind of first-floor landing. It offered a
fountain and a ficus and a complete absence of other people—all three of
which were serving to calm her rattled nerves. “I’m taking a break, that’s all.
Getting away from all those dark suits and demure gowns. I’ll be back to my
usual, capable self in a few minutes, and then I’ll be able to face him.”

Her attempt at boosting her own confidence failed. In truth, it was only her
inability to pull her skirts in far enough that kept her where she was. There
was no way she could fit behind that plant.

A soft sniffling sound stopped Lila before she could make the mistake of
continuing her one-sided conversation. It wasn’t like her to flee at the first
sign of danger; even less to self-soothe with a running dialogue. She was
supposed to be the unflappable Vasquez sister, the one everyone else turned
to in times of emergency.

In other words, the perfect one.

The sniffle sounded again, this time accompanied by a hiccupping sob. Her
own worries cast aside, Lila picked her way out from her hiding spot next to



the plant and surveyed the room. As far as she could tell, it was still empty.
There was a possibility that sound might carry through one of the vents, but

A small voice sounded behind her. “Are you a princess?”

For the second time this evening, Lila found herself whirling around,
startled. This time, however, her gaze landed on a small girl standing just a
few feet away.

The first thing she noticed was that the girl appeared to be wearing a dress
that was identical to her own. Bubble-gum pink. Sparkles. Tulle. All things
that made a grown woman look like she was one magic wand away from a
starring role in The Wizard of Oz, but looked perfectly at home on a six-year-
old.

The second thing she noticed was that the child had a pair of twin cochlear
implants, one on either side of her elaborate updo. The small, purple-colored
plastic pieces behind her ears attached to even smaller nodes via looped
cords. They were, in Lila’s line of work, a fairly common sight. They were
also a clear sign that this girl’s parents couldn’t be too far away.

Upstairs in the ballroom, probably. Where Patrick is.

“Oh, hello,” Lila said, somewhat taken aback. Surprise rendered her voice
harsher than usual—a thing she regretted as soon as the words left her lips.
The poor girl was obviously lost, staring up at her with wide, blue eyes that
were swimming in tears. “I didn’t know there was anyone in here with me.”

The girl didn’t respond, her breath once more catching on a sob. Lila’s
experience with children wasn’t vast—she was much more of a dog person
than a kid one—but even she could tell that a situation like this one called for
tact.

She fell into an unladylike squat so they were level with each other. Not
only was getting down the first thing a puppy trainer did when approaching a
wary animal, but the girl was watching Lila’s mouth with the intensity of
long practice. Lila had enough experience with hearing service dogs and their



owners to recognize that the girl most likely used a combination of her
cochlear implants and lip reading to communicate.

“Are you lost?” she asked.

The girl nodded, her arms wrapped protectively around her midsection.

Lila held out a hand with her palm up to show she meant no harm and held
it there. That was another good puppy-training trick. Maybe this wouldn’t be
as difficult as she’d feared. “Then you’re in luck. I’'m not lost at all.”

“You aren’t?” the girl asked, blinking at her.

“Nope. I have an excellent sense of direction.” She held a finger straight up.
“You go thataway.”

The girl’s gaze followed the direction Lila was pointing, but she had yet to
take Lila’s hand. “Through the ceiling?” she asked doubtfully.

“Well, no. You have to take the stairs, I'm afraid. There’s an elevator
around here somewhere, but I’m not sure where to find it.”

That caused the doubt in the girl’s voice to increase. “You mean this isn’t
your castle?”

The Davenport Hotel, where the event was being held, was about as fancy
as Spokane architecture got, but it was hardly what Lila would call a castle.
“Oh, um. No. I think it’s owned by local real-estate developers, actually.”

Apparently, that was the wrong answer. The girl’s arms clenched tighter
around her stomach, a fresh bout of tears starting to take shape in her eyes. “I
thought it was your castle.”

Lila had no idea how she was supposed to respond. It wasn’t in her nature
to lie to small children, but she didn’t know what else to do. Her sister Sophie
would have been able to comfort the girl with kind words and a smile, and
Dawn would have had her laughing within minutes, but Lila had always been
better with adults than children.

Then again, she’d also always been the kind of woman to dress sensibly
and stand her ground when faced with an unexpected encounter with an ex-
boyfriend. Clearly, today was an anomaly.



“My castle is much bigger than this one,” she said, casting her scruples
aside. “And it’s located in, um, a faraway kingdom?”

It was the right thing to say. A look of relief swept over the girl’s face, the
beginnings of a smile taking shape in the perfect bow of her mouth. “You are
a real princess,” she said. “I knew it.”

She finally slipped her hand into Lila’s. For some strange reason, Lila had
expected the girl’s hand to be sticky—children were usually sticky, weren’t
they?—but the palm pressed against hers was perfectly clean. And soft. It
was a nice surprise.

“I’m not allowed to talk to strangers,” the girl confided with a shy smile.
“But a princess isn’t a stranger.”

“Oh dear,” Lila murmured. It wasn’t her place to lecture children on
stranger danger, but for all she knew, the girl would take this one successful
venture and run off in the future with anyone claiming to be royalty.
“Actually, I am a stranger. It’s important to be wary of grown-ups no matter
what they’re wearing. You know that, right? A fancy dress doesn’t
automatically make someone a princess. Just like a tuxedo doesn’t
automatically make someone a prince.”

In fact, now that she thought about it, there were lots of warning signs that
could be worn on the outside. Take, for example, a man’s blinding smile
across a crowded ballroom floor.

“It’s all too easy for a person to hide their true nature behind clothes,” she
added. “Clothes and makeup and shoes and a smile you know better than to
trust, if only because no man has teeth that white unless there’s something
wrong with him. I don’t care what anyone says or how many times they say
it. You shouldn’t be able to see your reflection in someone else’s molars.”

The girl tugged on Lila’s hand, pulling her attention down. She pointed first
at her own ears and then at Lila’s lips before blinking expectantly.

“Oh,” Lila said, dismayed. “I went on a bit of a tirade there, didn’t I?”

“Emily might not have had the privilege of catching all that, but I sure did,”



a male voice sounded from behind them, causing Lila to jump. Again. “And I,
for one, am dying to meet this man. Does he gargle with bleach, do you think,
or is it that new charcoal toothpaste everyone is going on about?”

“Daddy!” The girl—Emily—dropped Lila’s hand and ran to the man,
wrapping her arms around his knees. Her words were muffled by a sob. “I got
lost.”

He lifted the child into his arms and waited until her head was level with
his before speaking. “Yes, I noticed that. But I see you found your time-
traveling adult self and came to no harm. Strange that you never ended up
buying a different dress. I thought for sure you’d outgrow pink sparkles.”

Lila stiffened. He was making fun of her. This man, this stranger clad in a
socially acceptable tuxedo, was making fun of her.

“Daddy, she’s a princess.”

“Is she?” He cast a scrutinizing look Lila’s way. “I didn’t know princesses
could time travel.”

“She rescued me.”

“Well, that is what princesses do.”

“I know.” Emily nodded as if that made perfect sense. “That’s why I let her
help me.”

“A wise decision,” the man said. And that, it seemed, was the final word on
the subject. There were no lectures about wandering off on her own, no
words of warning about what could happen to a little girl who trusted any
crackpot in pink tulle. He merely shifted his daughter to his hip and
continued his appraisal of Lila.

It wasn’t an unappreciative appraisal, but she wasn’t sure what she was
supposed to do about it. There was something about the man’s glinting blue
eyes and slow, spreading grin that shot like an arrow straight through her.
Okay, so she wasn’t some six-foot underwear model in a well-cut tuxedo.
Her jaw wasn’t a chiseled shadow that had been timed to remain steadfast at
five o’clock. She didn’t have the sexy beginnings of gray starting to take over



the winged sides of her well-sculpted brown hair...

“I’m sorry—did you say something?” She blinked as the man’s grin
deepened.

“Yes. I asked your name, but you weren’t finished yet.” He cast a look
down at himself and gave a rueful shake of his head. “Ridiculous, isn’t it? I
feel like a penguin. But the invitation said black tie, so black tie it is. Emily’s
a stickler for the rules. So, what is it?”

She blinked again. “The dress code?”

“Your name.”

“Oh, um. It’s Lila. Lila Vasquez.” Aware that her usual demeanor—the
careful, upright professional she was in all things—was slipping, she stuck
out her hand. And then was forced to keep holding it out. She’d somehow
forgotten that the man was using both arms to hold his daughter, which meant
he had to shift and shuffle before he could return the gesture.

It didn’t help that the hand he eventually extracted was his left one, which
bore no signs of a wedding ring. His palm was cool and dry, his handshake
firm. He might be holding a kindergartner and masquerading as a penguin,
but he did it with a level of confidence Lila could only admire.

“Ford Ford.”

“I’'m sorry?”

“You’re Lila Vasquez. This is Emily Ford. I'm Ford Ford.”

“You’re Ford...Ford?”

He bent in a slight bow. “The one and only. Or so I hope. If there’s another
poor b-a-s-t-a-r-d wandering around out there named Ford Ford, he has my
deepest sympathies. And a heartfelt wish to give his parents a strong talking-
to.” His smile warmed as he continued. “I recognize your name. Are you one
of the organizers?”

“Not an organizer, no.”

“She’s a princess,” Emily interjected.

“Yes, moppet. We’ve already covered that. She’s a princess and she rescues



lost little girls and she doesn’t like men who smile with their teeth.”

“I never said—"

“She lives in a faraway kingdom,” Emily interrupted with all the certainty
of a six-year-old safely ensconced in her father’s arms. They were strong
arms, too, not wavering under their burden even once. “Were you at the ball,
too?”

“As a matter of fact, I was.” Lila glanced at the clock on the opposite wall
and held back a sigh.

As much as she would have preferred to stay hiding down here for the rest
of the night, she was eventually going to have to suck up her pride and face
the ballroom. Patrick would still be there, of course, but some things couldn’t
be helped.

“I should probably get back there before anyone notices I’'m gone, but...”
She cast a look down at her attire and bit her lip.

“But you can’t possibly go without an escort?” Ford offered. Even though
his arms were already taken up with Emily, he managed to crook an elbow at
her. “It’s the least I can do after you rescued my daughter. She doesn’t take to
just anyone, you know. You must be something special.”

“Oh, I’'m really not—” Lila began, more flustered than she cared to admit.
She couldn’t tell whether it was the girl, her father, or the dress that was
making her feel most out of her depth, but the room was definitely spinning
around her.

“If it’ll help, I promise not to smile any more than absolutely necessary,”
Ford said with a shake of his elbow. “It’ll be nothing but frowns and glowers
as far as the eye can see.”

Because he wore a particularly attractive smile as he said this, Lila wasn’t
fooled. She didn’t have a chance to call him on it, however, since he winked
and turned his face toward Emily. “I specially requested The Hokey Pokey
from the orchestra. It’d be a shame if we missed it.”

“Daddy!” Emily protested with a giggle. “You did not.”



“Of course I did. Why do you think it took me so long to come find you?”
He gave up on the elbow and dropped a liberal kiss on Emily’s cheek instead.
“I also asked them to play the Macarena, YMCA, and, I’m sorry to say,
Gangnam Style. Emily doesn’t have the most sophisticated taste. I, on the
other hand, am an arbiter of great music. I made sure to add the The Chicken
Dance to our lineup.”

“The Chicken Dance?” Lila echoed. She thought of the string quartet that
had been hired for the evening and suppressed a laugh. She’d known the
violinist to throw his bow at anyone requesting a composition not written
before the eighteenth century. “I don’t believe you.”

She should have known that playing into this man’s nonsense was a
mistake. The moment the challenge left her lips, he turned to her with a lift to
his brow. That debonair arch was all that was needed to take his tuxedo from
attractive to full-on devastating. “Are you sure about that? I can be very
persuasive when I put my mind to it.”

She didn’t doubt it. She also had no plans to stick around and find out for
herself. Even if she was in the habit of picking up strange men and their
daughters—which she wasn’t—there was the small matter of work to get
back to.

“Well, I don’t know The Chicken Dance, so it’s no good asking me to join
you,” Lila said primly. “And before you ask, I don’t know Gangnam Style or
the Macarena, either.”

Ford gave a gentle tsk and shook his head. “You seem sadly unprepared for
a dance party like this one. What do you know?”

She thought quickly. “The waltz.”

“How very princessy of you,” he murmured with an appreciative twinkle in
his eyes. As if suddenly realizing he was still holding a child in his arms, he
gave Emily a light shake and added, “Isn’t that right, moppet? All royalty
should waltz.”

Emily’s only response was a giggle and a request for her father to put her



down. “I’m okay now, Daddy,” she said as she began wriggling out of his
grasp. “I promise.”

He allowed Emily to slide down his side until she was planted on her own
two feet. That, apparently, was yet another mistake, because she immediately
bounced over to Lila and grabbed her by the hand. She gave a strong tug,
which meant that unless Lila was willing to wrench a child’s arm out of its
socket, she had to take a liberal step in Ford’s direction.

If Ford Ford looked good, he smelled even better. He wasn’t, like so many
of the other men upstairs, doused in expensive cologne. Instead, he carried
the light scent of aftershave and what she could have sworn was peanut
butter.

She was so distracted by this bizarre yet compelling combination that she
missed it when Emily took her father by her other hand. Without waiting for
either of them to guess what she was up to, she took herself out of the
equation. That left only the pair of them, standing much closer than was
appropriate, their fingers lightly touching. Every instinct Lila had warned her
to jump back, but something about Emily’s wistful expression gave her
pause.

“Pretty please will you waltz with my daddy?” she asked. “I never saw a
princess dance in real life a’fore.”

There was something especially beguiling about the way Emily made the
request. She didn’t wheedle or plead, the way Lila always assumed children
of her age did, and she didn’t resort to a tantrum. She just blinked up at them
with an expectant look in her big blue eyes. Her face was still puffy and red
from her earlier tears, her careful hairstyle now falling around her ears.

Waltzing in a pink ball gown with a man she didn’t know was the last thing
Lila wanted to do right now—or, you know, ever—but at the sight of those
innocently tumbling curls, she felt herself faltering. She caught Ford’s eye.

Had he turned to that easy flirtation again, said something dashing and
ridiculous, she would have turned him down. She had places to go and people



to avoid, and it wasn’t in her nature to place herself in situations where she
felt this far out of her depth.

But he looked almost as embarrassed as she felt, his grin turned rueful.
“I’m not very good, but I'm game if you are.” He gave a tiny shrug of one
shoulder. “What can I say? She’s never seen a princess dance in real life
before.”

Lila didn’t bother demurring further. How could she? At this point, she had
nothing else to lose. She was already wearing the dress. She’d already fled
the ball in shame and disgrace. And she already knew what—or who—was
waiting for her upstairs.

It’s not as if this night can get any worse.

“Why not?” she said and gave what she hoped was a regal bow of her head.
“I’d be delighted.”

She was rewarded with a dazzling smile from Ford and a yank on her hand.
She was propelled into his arms, which came up to provide a frame worthy of
any dance teacher’s beginning waltz instructions.

The music from upstairs was too quiet to trickle down, and Lila had never
been very good at humming, so the only backdrop to their movements was
the shuffle of their feet and the trickle of the fountain in the distance. There
was something acutely disconcerting about doing a music-free waltz with a
strange man, especially when his daughter stood a few feet away with a look
of pure rapture on her face. Lila felt stiff and awkward, but at least her
footwork was solid.

Well, it was solid until Ford started gaining confidence in his own steps. As
they reached one side of the room, his hold on her waist tightened. That
firmer touch, the press of his hand on the narrowest part of her, his body so
long and lean against hers—it was impossible not to feel a little light-headed.

Matters weren’t helped any when Ford leaned close to her ear and
murmured, “Thank you for doing this. I know you’re probably itching to get
back, but you’re the only reason Emily’s not sobbing into that ficus right



»

now.

Her breath caught. “But I didn’t do anything.”

“Are you kidding?” he countered. His mouth was so close to her skin that
she could feel the whisper of his words on her neck. There was an intimacy
about it, a warmth she hadn’t been expecting. “You made her night. H-e-I-I,
you probably made her whole week. This sort of thing might be ordinary for
you, but we don’t run into beautiful princesses every day.”

It went against all of her scruples—and even more of her common sense—
to reward a heavy-handed compliment like that, but her eyes snapped up to
meet Ford’s. What she saw there wasn’t flirtation or amusement or even
laughter at her predicament. He looked, well, sincere.

“Oh.” Her heart gave a flutter, her body gliding and moving with his. “Um.
You’re welcome?”

This time Ford did laugh, but it was a soft chuckle that was reflected in the
light of his startlingly blue eyes. Lila thought that perhaps their steps slowed,
that the music—was there music?—came to an end and the dance was over.
But he still had his hand wrapped around her waist, his torso pressed lightly
against her own.

As if drawn forward by some power outside herself, Lila leaned closer. Her
head tilted up and her breath caught, and for one long, suspended moment,
she could almost taste the touch of his lips against hers.

Until, of course, a loud cheer and a burst of applause pulled her feet back
down to the ground.

“That was like magic!” Emily ran to her father and beamed up at him, her
arms held up in supplication. “Like real princess magic.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Ford let go of Lila and swooped his
daughter into his arms. “It was, wasn’t it?” he asked.

There was nothing flustered about him, none of the awkwardness Lila felt
at finding herself standing all alone in the middle of the tile floor. She still
had her arms up as if he were holding her, her lips parted in anticipation of a



kiss that was never coming.

“I enjoyed the dancing, but I’'m not so sure I’'m ready for the part where I
turn into a pumpkin,” he said. “Does it happen right away, do you think, or
do I have a few hours before I begin my transformation?”

“Dad-dy!” Emily cried, clearly delighted at this piece of nonsense. “That’s
not how the story goes.”

“I’d like to be a jack-o’-lantern,” he said, ignoring her. He rubbed his chin
thoughtfully. “One of those scary ones with flashing eyes and sharp teeth.
Then you can roll me out every Halloween to delight the neighborhood.”

Emily giggled obligingly, but Lila was still rooted where she stood, unable
to shake the feeling that she was standing on the outside of a joke never
meant for her ears. As if to prove it, Ford turned to her and swept a bow.

“Thank you, Princess Lila, for saving my daughter—and for the dance.”
His eyes met hers, and he lifted his shoulder in another of those awkward
half-shrugs. She assumed it was a prelude to more playful commentary, but
all he did was frown slightly and add, “We won’t take up any more of your
time.”

And that was it. Without waiting for her to say anything in reply—which
was probably for the best, since she had no idea what she could say—he
whisked his daughter toward the emergency stairwell and allowed the door to
fall shut behind them.

The echoing silence they left in their wake had Lila feeling even more
unsettled than when she’d come down here in the first place. Ford and Emily
might not have been accustomed to running into beautiful princesses every
day, but Lila had even less experience with cracking jokes about The Chicken
Dance and waltzing with dashing strangers in tuxedos.

And by less experience, she meant none whatsoever. Men didn’t normally
sweep her off her feet before running away like Cinderella hightailing after
her footmen. In fact, if it weren’t for the floor dusted with glitter from their
waltz, she’d have thought she imagined the whole thing.



But glitter was there in abundance, and another glance at the clock on the
wall reminded her that she’d spent far too long down here already. They’d be
making the announcements soon, if they hadn’t done so already, and there
were several people she needed to see before the night was through.

In other words, it was back to business as usual. Now that she was done
with the mortification down here, there was no use in delaying the
mortification waiting for her upstairs.

“It’s not like you’ll ever see the pair of them again,” Lila told herself as she
picked her way over to the stairwell. She was still feeling a little breathless,
but that could easily be blamed on the tight bodice of her dress.

Yes. It was definitely the dress. Not the touch of a man’s hand on her waist,
not the whirling sensation that had almost swept her into an indiscretion.
Even if everyone upstairs knew that she looked like a fool, at least they’d
never know that she felt like one.

She counted to sixty before she started up the stairs, careful to give Ford
and Emily plenty of time to clear out before she followed. With any luck, it
would be nearing the girl’s bedtime, and Lila could safely put the interlude
behind her where it belonged.

There was no sign of either Ford or Patrick as she stepped through the door
and reentered the ballroom. Her luck held while she chatted with a social
worker who very kindly made no reference to her dress whatsoever. It even
lasted long enough for her to take a stuffed mushroom from a passing waiter.

But just as she was about to pop the buttery morsel in her mouth, the emcee
stepped up to the stage to make the announcement Lila had been waiting for
all night.

It’s about time. Finally, her agonies could come to an end. Finally, she
could smile graciously and make one more dash for the emergency exit—this
time for good.

Or so she thought.

“Please give a warm round of applause for the recipient of a generous



donation from Puppy Promise for a service dog and six weeks of
personalized training.” The emcee made a big show of looking around the
ballroom. At first, Lila thought he was looking for her, but he passed her
over, not stopping until his gaze landed on the only other female in the room
wearing a sparkling pink ball gown.

What? She reared back, her mushroom falling to the floor with a splat.

It wasn’t possible. She’d heard rumors that their donation was going to a
nice old man from Cheney. Not him. Not her. Not...

“A big congratulations to Emily Ford!”



Chapter 2

“That’s a terrible shade of lipstick to wear on a beautiful winter morning.”
Dawn sat cross-legged at the end of Lila’s bed, watching as she put the
finishing touches on her makeup. “Come to think of it, that’s a terrible
pantsuit you’ve got on. You look like a cross between a politician and a
Golden Girl—and I don’t mean that as a compliment.”

Lila took a step back and surveyed herself in the mirror. She did look
awful, what with her long, dark hair pulled back in a tight bun and her
makeup better suited for a jail warden than a day of playing with puppies.
When added to the generous features of her face—which she’d always felt
were a touch too large for anyone who wasn’t a marble statue—she looked
downright medieval.

“Good.” She clipped the lid on the matte mauve lipstick. “I want to look as
blandly professional as possible. If you saw me on the street, what would
your first impression be?”

Dawn tilted her head and considered the question before answering. Her
middle sister’s no-nonsense approach to honesty was one of the things Lila
loved about her, since she could always count on Dawn to tell her the truth no
matter what.

“I’d say you were trying your hardest to look like the opposite of a
princess.”

Okay. Maybe she didn’t always love the honesty.

“I do not. The opposite of a princess is a pauper. I don’t look like a



pauper.”

“No, just like the evil villain who created all those paupers in the first
place.” Dawn laughed and unfolded herself from the carefully made-up bed.
She left all kinds of creases and crinkles behind, but it would have been
fruitless to complain. Lila had been complaining for almost three decades,
and it never seemed to make the slightest difference.

As if to prove it, Dawn sidled up next to her and placed her chin on Lila’s
shoulder. Everything about the two of them spoke of shared DNA—the wide-
set brown eyes, the sandy-toned skin, the way their lips lifted at the corners—
but most of the similarities stopped there. Dawn’s dark-brown hair was
tousled, her chunky sweater carefree, her personality both those things
combined.

Lila was, well, Lila.

“The dress wasn’t that bad. I thought you looked sweet. Like a cupcake
with frosting and sprinkles and fairy wings on top.” Dawn grinned. “By the
way, what’s Prince Charming’s name again? Buick Buick? Porsche
Porsche?”

Lila sighed. It was never a good idea to tell her sister anything related to
men. She had a tendency to make mayhem out of molehills. “His name is
Ford Ford, and he’s going to be here with Emily any minute. I’'m serious
about this, Dawn. I need to look prim and untouchable.”

And, she didn’t need to add, like a woman who’d never even heard the
word waltz before.

Dawn tugged the bottom of Lila’s beige jacket and brushed off her
shoulders, even though there hadn’t been any time for the suit to gather dust
in the five minutes since Lila had pulled it from the deepest recesses of her
closet. If she remembered correctly, she’d bought the thing to wear to her
college admissions interview. She’d gotten into her first choice school with it,
but she’d vowed that nothing short of an appearance in criminal court would
get her to wear the sartorial monstrosity again.



Criminal court or a day spent in a handsome man’s company, apparently. In
Lila’s world, they were basically the same thing.

“I haven’t seen you this nervous since that time you got caught stealing
chalk from the principal’s office. Relax. I’'m sure no one even noticed what
you were wearing.”

Lila grimaced. On the contrary, she’d never been such an eyesore in her
life. Everyone knew she wasn’t a woman who sparkled. Ford Ford needed to
see her in her natural element, that was all. Then he wouldn’t laugh at her
with those dancing blue eyes. Then he wouldn’t reduce her to an incoherent,
blubbering, mortified mess.

“Just pretend I’'m the most dignified person you know, okay?” Lila glanced
at the clock on her bedside table. “Oh dear. They’ll be here any minute. What
time is Sophie getting in?”

“She’s not. She’s working on-site with that peanut allergy terrier all week.”

“Drat.” Lila had been looking forward to their youngest sister joining them
for the day. If anyone was like a princess, it was Sophie. Cute, petite,
friendly-to-a-fault Sophie was exactly what this situation called for. “I was
hoping she could be here to help with Emily. She’s good with kids. Kids love
her.”

“Kids love cotton candy and fart jokes. They’re not complicated.”

That bit of advice didn’t help nearly as much as it should have. Lila
couldn’t remember the last time she’d touched cotton candy, let alone eaten
it, and the only joke she knew was the one about the chicken and the road.
And even then, she didn’t think she told it right.

A knock sounded on the front door. Before she could help herself, Lila shot
out a hand and grabbed Dawn by the wrist. “You won’t leave me alone with
them, will you? Promise you won’t leave me alone with them.”

Dawn laughed and made an X over her chest with her free hand. “Are you
kidding? I’m dying to see what it is about this man that has you so flustered.
At this point, wild elephants couldn’t keep me away.”



“Your sister took off in an awful hurry.” Ford stood back and watched as the
woman dashed out of the living room with her phone pressed to her ear. “I
hope it wasn’t bad news.”

“I do. I hope it was terrible news. I hope it was news so bleak she won’t be
able to lift her head from her pillow for a week.”

He turned back to Lila with his eyebrows raised, struggling to suppress a
smile. No woman had ever uttered an oath with so much vehemence—and
with such a strangely charming schoolmarmish air.

“Uh-oh. You two don’t get along?”

The schoolmarm frown turned into a scowl. “Not anymore. The traitor.”

“Daddy does that, too.” Emily popped her thumb out of her mouth. It had
been in there all morning, a sure sign that his daughter wasn’t feeling nearly
as secure about the day ahead as he’d hoped. A new face was always
intimidating for her—a new house doubly so. He’d been half afraid that
Emily would take one look at the Vasquez domicile and refuse to cross the
threshold, but she’d taken in the quaint spinster furnishings with something
akin to pleasure.

It wasn’t a castle, she’d announced, but it was the next best thing. Ford was
inclined to agree.

“He does what?” Lila asked.

“Pretends to answer the phone when he doesn’t want to talk to people. How
come that lady didn’t want to talk? Doesn’t she like kids?”

Lila blinked. “I don’t know. I never asked her.”

“Don’t you like kids?”

“I don’t know. You’re the first one I’ve ever really met.”

Ford tensed, prepared for his daughter’s face to crumple in on itself and for
the emotional retreat that usually followed interludes of this kind. The
amount of rejection his daughter faced on a daily basis was staggering; even
the kindest gestures had the potential to cut her down.



But Lila’s matter-of-fact response only caused her to giggle. “You’re
funny. Do I get to pick a puppy now?”

Lila cast a helpless look in Ford’s direction, making him wish he had a pen
and paper on hand. It was impossible to describe that look in words, but he
could have captured it in a sketch easily enough. When she’d answered the
door, he’d been surprised to find that the soft, floaty princess from the night
of the ball had been replaced by a woman in what had to be the ugliest suit
known to mankind. Ford was no connoisseur of female clothing—at least, not
unless there was a rainbow unicorn emblazoned somewhere on it—but even
he knew that something his mother might have worn in the eighties was
hardly suitable for a statuesque woman with the most luminous eyes he’d
ever seen.

Strangely enough, the outfit didn’t make her less attractive. If anything, it
drew him to her even more. He liked incongruities. He liked knowing there
were several different layers to peel off this woman.

And, no, that wasn’t a sexual innuendo. At least...not entirely.

“Don’t look at me.” He laughed and stepped back. “I’m new at all this. I
was given an address and an order to place myself at your disposal. I’'m not
ashamed to admit how appealing I found the idea.”

Her lips pursed. “Listen, Mr. Ford.”

“Ford.”

“That’s what I said. Mr. Ford.”

“You can drop the ‘mister.” Or the Ford, but that might start to sound
strange after a while. I suppose you could also call me Daddy, which is what
Emily prefers, but—"

“Ford!” The schoolmarm pulled up to her full height. “I hardly think that’s
an appropriate request, given the circumstances.” As if just realizing that
there was a child standing at her knee watching the exchange with rapt
attention, Lila drew in a sharp breath. “I’m sorry, Emily.”

Without so much as a sign of wariness or hesitation, his daughter asked,



“What for?”

It was wrong of him to take so much delight in the wash of expressions that
moved over Lila’s stern face, but he couldn’t resist. She hadn’t been joking
when she’d said Emily was one of the first kids she’d ever met. He’d never
known anyone so obviously far out of her depth.

“Circumnavigation,” he said.

She blinked at him, those glorious eyes flashing. “What?”

“Perpetuity.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Antidisestablishmentarianism.”

She cast a quick look around. “Uh...”

“She’s six years old. Words with more than four syllables and double
entendres tend to pass below the radar. I promise you’re safe with me.”

“Are you telling jokes again, Daddy?” Emily said. Witwhout waiting for an
answer, she pulled Lila’s hand into her own. “He always tells jokes to ladies.
They think he’s super funny.”

Lila cast him an arch look, although her face remained pointed at Emily’s.
“They do, do they?”

“He doesn’t tell jokes to Principal Brown, though.”

“That’s probably for the best.”

“Or Mrs. Bates. She lives next door.”

“A model of restraint.”

“Or Grandma Louise.”

Lila’s lips twitched in what he suspected was the beginning of a smile. She
vanquished it, though, causing a tiny indentation to appear at the corner of
her mouth. A dimple. The princess-schoolmarm had a dimple—a tiny crack in
an otherwise uncrackable exterior.

“How old is your principal, Emily?” she asked.

Ford straightened. He could guess where this was going, and it wouldn’t
end well for him. “Oh, well, that’s not really—"



“Ninety? A hundred? I don’t know. She has gray hairs—Ilots of ’em.”
“So he doesn’t tell jokes to older ladies?” Lila asked.

“Nope.” His little traitor shook her head gravely. “Or ladies with
husbands.”

There was no way to save himself now. Emily, that sweet little soul of
discretion, a child who couldn’t look most adults in the face, let alone divulge
his greatest sins to them, had betrayed all.

“Oh, look at that. My phone’s ringing.” He made a show of grabbing his
cell phone out of his back pocket and holding it to his ear. “Yes, hello? It’s an
emergency? You don’t say. What terrible timing. I guess I’ll have to drop
everything and come running.”

Emily, well versed in his tactics, giggled obligingly. The sound was
followed by a low, throaty chuckle that almost caused him to drop the phone.

That laugh, composed of equal parts phone-sex operator and chain-smoking
screen goddess, was the final seal in a devastating turn of events.

This whole thing should have been a gift from heaven—in fact, it was a gift
from heaven—this opportunity to match Emily with a service dog hand-
selected and trained specifically for her. Pendred syndrome, the inner-ear
disorder she’d been born with, not only impacted her balance and thyroid, but
it also placed her in the moderate-to-severe hearing loss range. Cochlear
implants helped quite a bit, as did lip reading and the occasional use of sign
language, but there was a limit to what science could do for her.

Ford had done his best to teach his daughter to navigate a world where
sound wasn’t always a reliable source of information, but his best had a
tendency to fall short of its goal. Emily was bright, hilarious, and everything
he had in this world. She was also terrified of anything even a little bit
outside her comfort zone.

So, yes. A service dog was the ideal next step in helping her build her
confidence. That was why he’d been prepared for six weeks of hard work. He
was ready for the late nights of puppy training and cleanup. He’d even been



willing to don a suit and tie and smile at the appropriate benefactors who
made all this possible.

But no one had told him about Lila Vasquez.

Not about how gracefully she moved or how perfectly she’d be able to
match his steps in the waltz. Not that she was a woman of perfect
proportions, the slender line of her waist leading to enticing curves above and
below. Definitely not that the sound of her laughter would cause him to wish,
for the first time in his life, that he had more to offer a woman than a
charming smile and the ability to braid the shit out of a little girl’s hair.

His equilibrium was offset enough that he committed to the lie, taking his
fake phone call into the next room. He paused at the threshold to what looked
like a bathroom, waiting to see what Lila would do next.

“Where are the puppies?” Emily asked.

“In the kennel attached to the back of the house. Do you want to meet
them?”

Even though his back was to the pair, he could practically feel Emily’s jaw
drop. “All of them?”

“You can meet all of them, but you can’t take all of them home. Other
people need them, too, which means you can only choose one.”

As before, there was no need for him to watch to gauge Emily’s reaction.
Nothing in the world would delight his daughter more than to be thrown into
a pit of puppies and told to pick whichever one she wanted. It was like the
world’s largest candy store and theme park wrapped into one.

Which was why he tucked the phone away with a sinking heart.

Lila’s obvious lack of experience with children might have been amusing to
start out with, but she clearly didn’t know how attached a six-year-old could
become within the space of a few minutes. He liked dogs, he really did, but if
Emily got her heart set on something like a greyhound or a Saint Bernard,
which required more care than he had time to give, he was going to have to
pull out his full bad-cop routine.



And he didn’t mean that in the fun way.

“Actually, before we go in, I was hoping we could—"

“Oh, is your phone call done?” Lila asked with one eyebrow carefully
arched. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt something important.”

“Crisis averted,” he said, refusing to take the bait. “One crisis, at least. But
before we create another one, we should probably lay a few ground rules.”

“Ground rules? About what?”

Off the top of his head, he could think of at least three, but none of them
had anything to do with his daughter or puppies. On the contrary, they were
founded solely in his body’s unexpected reaction to Lila’s laugh.

I will not picture this woman naked.

I will not picture this woman naked and in my bed.

I will not picture this woman naked and in my bed and making those phone-
sex operator noises.

Those were three very good rules, and he planned to stick to them at every
turn. Starting...soon. Very soon.

“Our house isn’t large,” he said, his voice only slightly strangled. He
couldn’t help it—he was still caught up on that first rule. Lila’s beige suit
might not be flattering, but there was something about the boxy simplicity
that enhanced every long limb and packed curve contained inside it. “So the
dog needs to be on the small side.”

“Oh, dog ground rules.”

“And my schedule is a flexible one, but I can be up against some pretty
tight deadlines, so a puppy that’s going to require three-hour walks every day
is a definite no.”

“Mr. Ford—"

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. If she was going to insist on
calling him Mr. Ford for the next six weeks, he was going to have a seriously
difficult time with that whole not-picturing-her-naked thing. Formality might
work in putting some men off, but that air of authority was only making



things worse.
“Ford,” he said again, corralling his thoughts into a semblance of order.
“Just Ford. And I don’t mean to tell you how to do your job, but Emily can be

»

Stubborn wasn’t right. Nor was difficult, though both those words
occasionally applied. Complicated was more like it. The poor kid had only
one parent, and not a very good one at that. She had regular appointments
with audiologists, endocrinologists, and every other -ologist under the sun.
She’d undergone her first surgery at age three and, since her condition was a
degenerative one, probably had a lifetime more of them to look forward to.

She was a tough little bird, yes, but there was a limit to what he was willing
to make her endure. A broken heart over a puppy she couldn’t have was that
limit.

“She’s fast?” Lila suggested with another of those wonderful laughs. She
nodded her head toward the back of the house, where Emily had made a
beeline for the back door. His daughter was in a phase where the only kind of
shoes she’d wear were soft-soled ballet flats that made about as much sound
as a whisper on the wind. It was impossible to hear her coming—or going.

And she was going, no doubt about that. She’d known what was about to
happen and decided to take matters into her own hands.

“Emily, you can’t—" he called, but it was too late. Emily had already
disappeared through the back door, slamming it gleefully behind her.

“They won’t hurt her,” Lila said as she began what seemed like the slowest
possible walk in that direction. Slow and sultry, he noted, as though the only
way to reduce her speed was to move her hips like a pendulum in slow
motion. He could only assume she was doing it to torture him. Well, either
that or to give Emily time alone with the puppies. “They’re all exceptionally
well behaved.”

“It’s not the puppies I'm afraid of,” he admitted. “It’s what’s going to
happen when she picks the biggest, slobberiest one you have, and I have no



choice but to drag her away. You obviously have no idea what it’s like to be
the fun sponge.”

Although it seemed impossible, her walk slowed down even more. Tick,
tock. Back and forth. The steady beat of her body was mocking him.

“The fun sponge?” she echoed.

“One who sucks all the joy out of life. The void of happiness. The black
hole of delight.”

This time she stopped. Actually stopped mere inches from the door.
Turning to face him, she asked, “You think you’re a fun sponge?”

“Ask anyone,” he said with a mock sigh. “I’'m the biggest fun sponge on the
block.”

“And you think I’m not?”

The incredulity on her face almost had him laughing out loud. “Well, 1
don’t know you very well, obviously, but based on what I’ve seen so far, I'd
have to say no.”

“Me?”

“Other than your weird dislike of white teeth, sure.” He shrugged and
shoved one of his hands in his pocket. It was dangerous to bring up the night
of the ball, but he had no other choice. She might have been able to set her
kindness toward Emily aside like it was nothing, but he’d been reeling ever
since. “Think about it—your job is literally to play with puppies every single
day. You went to a stuffy black-and-white-tie ball in a sparkling pink dress
and pulled it off with panache. You make Emily laugh. Come to think of it,
you make me laugh. That all sounds pretty fun to me.”

Lila opened her mouth and closed it again, looking at him as though he’d
arrived from a distant star.

Before she could reply, the door swung open again and Emily’s head
peeped through the opening, an expression of such rapture on her face that
Ford knew he was done for. He hadn’t seen his daughter light up like that in a
long time.



Great. They were getting a Saint Bernard. They were probably getting two
Saint Bernards, the pair of them conjoined at the massive, hairy hip.

“It’s Christmas,” she breathed. “Daddy, come see! It’s Christmas.”

He cast one last forlorn look at Lila before following his daughter into the
dog kennel. This was going to be a long, painful slog of daily three-hour
walks and buckets of dog slobber, but for Emily, he’d endure much worse.

His first thought as he moved through the door was that it was unlike any
dog kennel he’d ever seen before. Instead of crates, each animal was held in a
half-walled pen that allowed them to run and jump and sniff happily at the
creature next door. It was also, as his daughter suggested, a lot like
Christmas. There weren’t any decorations up or anything like that—there was
still a good month to go before the holiday hit—but half of the dozen or so
puppies inside were adorned with giant red bows around their necks.

“Look!” Emily cried, as if his eyes weren’t already open and drinking in the
various puppies around him. “Presents. For me!”

“Emily, moppet, they aren’t all for you—" he began, but he was cut short
by Lila’s low laugh.

“Yes, actually. They are.” She brushed past him and squatted down to
Emily’s level. It was the sort of thing that was going to be the death of him—
not only was it a kind thing to do to make a little girl feel more comfortable,
but it made it easier for Emily to understand her. “Emily, all the puppies with
red bows are ones you can choose from. I picked them out specifically for
you. They’re the ones who are best at hearing the important sounds you
might sometimes miss. They’re not too big to follow you around school, but
they are big enough to help catch you when you get dizzy sometimes. And
most importantly, they love kids.”

In other words, she’d done her research—and done it well. This woman
he’d met only once had somehow anticipated every one of his fears and
staved them off at the outset. He relaxed and crossed his arms, watching the
pair of them interact. Apparently, he’d underestimated the princess.



“Any one of them will be a perfect fit for you.” Lila added, “But—and this
is the most important thing—you have to play with each and every one of
them.”

“I do?”

“Absolutely. This is going to be your dog for years and years, so you need
to be sure you’re going to be best friends first.”

Emily’s eyes widened, the weight of the decision heavy on her shoulders.
“Okay,” she said and lifted her finger. “I want that one.”

“You want to play with him first? Sure. Let’s get him out, and—"

“No, I don’t want to play. I want him. I pick that one.”

Ford had to struggle to keep his lips from twitching.

“Right. So, there’s a special yard out back where you can introduce
yourself. Then, when you’re done with him, we can bring him in and we’ll
get another one out.”

“No, thank you.” Emily was nothing but polite as she turned down each and
every one of Lila’s suggestions. “I want the floofy one with the curly ears.”

“Um.” Lila cast a helpless look up at Ford. “Am I not explaining this
correctly?”

“Oh, you’re doing just fine. Better than most, in fact. But [ warned you how
it would be.”

“His name is Jeeves,” Emily announced.

“Actually, his name is—”

“Jeeves von Hinklebottom.”

“I’m not sure—"

“Jeeves von Hinklebottom the Third.”

Although Lila didn’t look convinced, the floofy puppy with the curly ears
seemed to accept his name with dignified grace. Then again, that could have
just been how he always looked. There was something about his shaggy face
—a perfect blend of black and white—and dark, piercing eyes that made him
appear preternaturally wise. Especially when all he did was sit down and lift



his head in a majestic nod.

That was a Jeeves von Hinklebottom the Third if Ford had ever met one.

With a laugh, he decided to come to Lila’s rescue. It seemed the least he
could do after she was so careful to set up a selection process that his
daughter quashed in thirty seconds flat. “Jeeves looks absolutely perfect to
me. What is he? A poodle of some kind?”

“Half poodle and half cocker spaniel, actually. He’s what’s known as a
cockapoo. They’re perfect for kids and perfect as hearing service dogs, but I
wasn’t kidding about the whole meet-and-greet process. She really should try
to get to know them all first.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Ford agreed. He held out a hand to help hoist Lila to her
feet. He liked the way her palm felt, smooth and strong against his. “But as
much as you might know dogs, I know kids—or this kid, anyway. She knows
what she wants. Once she makes a decision, it’s made, and woe to the man,
woman, or child who gets in her way. It’s a bit of a family failing, to be
honest.”

He had yet to release Lila’s hand. Before he could second-guess himself, he
tugged, drawing her closer. He didn’t embrace her or touch any part of her
except the hand she’d offered, but it didn’t matter. The space between them
was its own physical entity—a hot, pulsating thing he could almost reach out
and touch. The enticing jut of her chest stopped mere inches away from his
own, her chin tilted so that their eyes were level.

“We know a good thing when we see it,” he added, his voice low.

Lila’s lower lip fell, her soft pink mouth open just enough for an
enterprising man to take advantage. Unfortunately, Ford’s enterprising days
were long behind him. All he had now were awkward, semi-inappropriate
jokes to prop himself up.

“Jeeves peeves. Hinklebottom pinklebottom.” Emily started laughing and
dancing around the kennel, winding herself through their legs like a snake.
“Daddy, did you hear me? I said ‘pinklebottom.’”



“Yes, moppet. I heard.” He heaved a sigh and released Lila’s hand. The
moment was lost—and with it, all chance he had of being the least bit suave.
Once upon a time, he’d had suavity. Heaps of it, in fact. But it had long since
been buried under stale Cheerios and lost sippy cup lids. “There’s a whole
alphabet for you to torture this poor animal with. What a treat for us all. Well,
Lila? Is there something I’'m supposed to sign? I can tell you right now the
only way you’re parting that child from that puppy is with a crowbar.”

“What? Um. Yes.” She blinked at him, still openmouthed, still enticing as
all hell. Not that it mattered. She managed to wrangle herself back into the
schoolmarm zone within seconds. “There are a few things to fill out and go
over before you take him home. I’'ll grab your schedule and your first day
instructions so we can get started. You and Emily can stay here with Cooper
—I mean, um, Jeeves.”

“Von Hinklebottom,” Ford supplied.

“I’m not saying that part.”

“The Third.”

“Or that.”

“Uh-oh.” He tsked, unable to help himself. Granted, it would have been so
much better to be the suave man in a tuxedo, to take the princess into his
arms and plant a masterful kiss on her lips, but he could only work with what
he was given. “Sounds like someone is turning into a fun sponge.”

She stiffened as if she hadn’t been arguing for that not ten minutes ago. “I
beg your pardon.”

“The void of happiness.”

“I’m no such thing.”

“The black hole of delight.” He waited only until she opened her mouth to
retaliate before bestowing a liberal wink. “Don’t worry. Holes of delight
happen to be one of my specialties.”

With a gasp and a blush, Lila turned on her heel and stalked out. He
watched her go with a combination of admiration and regret. Admiration,



because there was no doubt in his mind that Lila Vasquez was a woman
worth getting to know. Regret, because knowing women—in the literal sense,
in the Biblical sense, in any sense that mattered—was something he’d done
without since the day his ex-wife had left, determined that one of them, at
least, should make something of their life.

She’d done it, too, her professional accolades gathering by the dozen. It
made his own accomplishments look paltry by comparison. Ford Ford might
be able to make the young, unmarried ladies laugh, but that was only because
he wasn’t in a place to offer them anything else.

And that, unfortunately, was his real specialty these days.



Chapter 3

“Knock, knock!”

No sooner had Ford pulled his trusty, if ancient, minivan into his driveway
than a singsong voice hailed him from behind a snow berm. The problem
with winters in Spokane wasn’t the cold weather or the heavy snowfall, both
of which he liked, but the fact that those giant mounds of plowed snow were
the perfect hiding places. Not only did they conceal little girls who had a love
of snowball fights while he was trying to unload groceries, but they also
made it impossible for him to see women like Helen Griswold until they were
practically on top of him.

“It’s freezing out here!” She laughed as she knocked again—this time with
her glove-covered knuckles on the driver’s-side window. She also made a
liberal rolling motion with her hand.

“Don’t do it, Daddy,” Emily warned from the back seat. “Me’nember what
happened last time?”

Alas, he me’nembered. He me’nembered all too well. It had taken two
hours and a promise to attend her annual Christmas block party to get rid of
Helen. Unfortunately, one of them had to be the adult in this car.

That adult was him. It was always him.

“Don’t be rude, Emily,” he said with a severity he was far from feeling.
Complying with Helen’s request to open the window, he turned and put on
his blandest smile. “Hello, Helen. You’re looking positively radiant today. Or
maybe that’s just the frostbite settling onto your cheeks.”



She blinked her hazel eyes, which were, in fact, looking quite nice.
Snowflakes had caught in the lashes and were sparkling in the midday sun.
When matched with the rosy glow of her ice-kissed cheekbones and the knit
cap pulled down around her ears, she was an unquestionably attractive
woman.

She was also an unquestionably nosy one.

“Oh, you,” she said with a titter and a flash of teeth that Ford had to admit
were a little too white for his tastes. Maybe Lila was onto something with that
whole gleaming-enamel thing. There was something unsettling about it.
“Always such a jokester. I haven’t been out here long. I saw you pull up the
street and dashed right out. Is Emily with you?”

Without waiting for an answer, she leaned forward and popped her head in
the window. “Oh, there you are, love,” she said, raising her voice to a near-
shout and painfully enunciating each syllable. “And how are you today?”

“Daddy,” Emily said by way of answer. “Jeeves has to pee.”

“Good afternoon, Em-ee-lee,” Helen repeated, louder this time.

“He’s gonna pee on my new tights.”

Helen pulled her head back out again, her hair tickling against his cheek as
she went. “Poor little thing,” she murmured. “Rough day?”

Ford bit back a sigh and turned to his daughter, making a quick hand sign
for her to be polite and say hello. Emily complied, but sullenly, not the least
bit pleased at finding herself in the wrong. Technically, she wasn’t—the last
time he’d lectured her on her behavior toward their neighbor, he’d stressed
the importance of saying something nice or not saying anything at all—but he
hadn’t expected her to take him quite so literally.

Not that he could blame her for it. No matter how much time Helen spent
with them or how many times he tried to explain it, she always seemed to
think a loud voice and slow speech were all that were necessary to overcome
Emily’s challenges.

“Did you have a doctor’s appointment this morning?” Helen persisted as



she stepped back to allow him out of the car. “We missed you at drop-off.”

“Oh, our errand today was much better than a doctor’s visit,” Ford said,
careful to keep his tone light. He had to. It was the part of the game they
played, the persona he’d cultivated after years of living in a neighborhood
like this one.

It contained mostly women—mostly single—and a nicer and more
supportive group of people he had yet to meet. Since the day he’d moved in,
women like Helen Griswold and Maddie Thomas and Danica DeWinter had
gone above and beyond to help him figure out this whole single-parent thing.
Most of them had children in Emily’s kindergarten class, and most of them
were kind, knowledgeable, genuinely interesting human beings who’d helped
him out of a tight corner more times than he cared to admit.

Therein lay the problem. He liked them. He appreciated them. But there
were times when all he wanted to do was unload his daughter and her new
puppy without being interrogated about it. They were invested in everything,
from his childcare to his (lack of a) dating life. He’d once tried making up a
girlfriend in Canada in the hope that it would buy him some space, but all
that had done was launch a series of questions about maple syrup and
universal health care that he was sure he’d failed at the outset.

“Daddy!” came a shout from inside the minivan. “He’s peeing. I told you.”

Helen lifted her brow at him.

“He’s peeing,” Ford apologized. “She told me. I should know better than to
doubt a lady’s word.”

Without waiting for her to say more, Ford ducked his head and bolted
around the van to extricate his daughter and the wriggling puppy, who was
making quick work of turning the upholstery into his own private bathroom.

Lila had warned him that Jeeves might take a few days to settle into his
new home and new routine, but she hadn’t mentioned that the animal had a
bladder the size of a marble. Gently lifting the puppy and aiming his pink
belly away from the van, Ford had to stand there, looking like a cherub in a



stone fountain, until Jeeves had finally reached empty.

“He’s not used to such refined company,” he said when Helen came around
to join them, a look of inquiry on her face. “His best friend was a mongrel,
his last girlfriend a cur.”

“His last girlfriend...?”

“You can’t hold him like that.” Emily hopped down from the van and held
her arms out for her puppy. “Princess Lila said to be gentle. You’re not being
gentle.”

Considering the streak of yellow snow leading from his formerly more-or-
less clean van, he felt he was being extraordinarily gentle, but he complied
with his daughter’s request all the same. To be fair, Jeeves was a cute little
thing, his curls flopping into his eyes and alternate patches of black and white
all over his warm, chubby body. He was even cuter once Emily got hold of
him. Ford had no idea whether all the puppies at Lila’s kennel were this well
behaved or if Emily had some kind of sixth sense, but Jeeves had taken to his
daughter as quickly as she’d taken to him. As soon as the cockapoo—a name
Ford found almost as ridiculous as his own—was clasped in her puffy-coated
arms, he hefted a sigh of pleasure and rested his little head on her shoulder.

Only try to separate us now, that little head seemed to say—and in a British
accent, too. Unlike him, Jeeves von Hinklebottom the Third had been aptly
named.

“Oh, how sweet!” Helen cooed. “You got a pet. Isn’t he the most precious,
sweetest little—”

Emily stiffened. “Jeeves von Hinklebottom the Third is not a pet,” she
informed their neighbor in the exact same tone Lila had used with her. The
stern, serious look was also identical. They both wore it too well for Ford’s
peace of mind. “He has a very ’portant job to do. You can’t touch him.”

“Well, really. That’s not very nice.”

“No, it’s not. Her delivery could use some work.”

Apparently, Emily disagreed. With a pert toss of her head, she added, “He



is a servistus animal. No one can pet him but me and Daddy and Princess
Lila.”

“Is there a reason she keeps referencing Star Wars?”

Ford had to laugh. Helen Griswold was the divorced mother of two very
imaginative, very rambunctious boys who believed the entire world began
and ended in a galaxy far, far away.

“It’s Princess Lila, and she’s the dog trainer,” he explained. He also started
hoisting supplies out of the back of his van, even though he had no idea
where he was going to put them all. For such a small animal, Jeeves had an
awful lot of baggage. People had sailed on the Titanic with less. “Jeeves here
is Emily’s new hearing service animal. Or he will be, after six weeks of
intensive training with Washington’s finest dog expert.”

Helen wrinkled her nose. “Washington’s finest dog expert is a member of
the royalty?”

“Oh, yes.” There was no doubt in Ford’s mind about that. A more
commanding, regal woman he had yet to meet. And expensive. Even though
he wasn’t paying for the puppy or the training, thanks to Lila’s generosity
and a grant from the Auditory Guild, he’d looked up Puppy Promise’s usual
rates. If he worked very hard and donated an internal organ or two, he might
have been able to save up enough by the time Emily was ready for college.
“We were lucky to get her. But most of the early training has to take place at
home, so Emily will be out of school until after the holidays. That’s why we
weren’t at drop-off this morning.”

Emily had tired of their company by this time, so she wandered off across
the yard with her puppy in her arms, pointing out to him the various items
worthy of note. As these included such fascinating subjects as the mailbox—
don’t pee on that—the birdhouse—don’t pee on that—and her tire swing—
definitely don’t pee on that—Ford let her make the grand tour without him.

He’d hoped that the explanation would signal the end of the conversation,
but Helen placed her hand on his arm and adopted a low, confidential tone.



“Won’t it be tough for you, having her home all day?” she asked. The
question was a lot like her—kindly meant, but far too intrusive for Ford’s
peace of mind. “What about your work? Your free time? Your social life?”

Ford kept his mouth clamped shut, even though he could have enlightened
Helen about any of those subjects. His work as an instruction manual
illustrator, done mostly hunched over his drafting desk in the kitchen, would
have to be fit in around puppy training sessions. His free time had been a
long-running and not very funny joke for years. And as for a social life, well,
you could hardly miss something you didn’t have.

But none of those mattered. “Any time I get to spend with Emily is time
well spent,” he said in a sharp voice he barely recognized.

The effect of his words was both immediate and regrettable. Helen flushed,
her already-pink cheeks swelling with red, a hurt expression pulling at the
corners of her mouth.

“I’m sorry,” he said, instantly contrite. “That came out wrong. I only meant
that it’s taken care of. I worked out a full schedule ahead of time.”

Helen accepted his apology with good grace, but the damage was already
done. “I was only trying to help,” she said in a small, downcast voice.

“I know. And I appreciate it.”

“I worry about you two, that’s all.”

“We’d be lost without you,” he agreed. “Dropped in the middle of nowhere
without a map.”

“If we can’t count on each other, who do we have?”

“Siri, mostly,” he confessed. “And she’s not nearly as sparkling a
conversationalist as I’d like. I asked her on a date last night, but she told me
her lack of a corporeal form would only get in the way.”

The last of Helen’s dejection fled, and she laughed. Ford had the benefit of
knowing that her usual good humor was restored, but he bit back a sigh
anyway. There were times when he regretted his tendency to resort to heavy-
handed flirtation as a way to handle any social interaction with the opposite



sex. What had started as an easy way to maintain emotional distance in the
wake of his divorce had become a habit so ingrained that he didn’t know how
else to act anymore.

It worked with Helen just fine, obviously, and a reputation for playful
irreverence ensured that he never sat alone at school functions. Still. It would
have been nice to be a little bit less like the village fool.

With someone like Lila, for example.

“Alexa, now, she’s a little more receptive to my allure,” he joked as he
finished unloading the van. “So far, she’s got me strictly in friendzone
territory, but I think I’'m making headway. We cooked an Alfredo sauce last
night that was to die for.”

Helen laughed. She also pulled out her keys so she could unlock the front
door for him while his hands were full. It was a small gesture but a thoughtful
one, and typical of the women on this street. They carpooled and arranged
playdates. They shared house keys for emergency lockouts. They babysat
during last-minute appointments and always, always had children’s aspirin on
hand.

They were, to put it simply, a godsend. He’d never have been able to do
any of this without them.

They were wonderful. And so very exhausting.

“Oh, you,” she said playfully. “Don’t you take anything seriously?”

“Not if I can possibly help it. Haven’t you heard? I’m an unreliable rogue.”

“I like a good rogue,” she said with a grin.

He winked. “You only say that because I haven’t called you to help me
hide any bodies yet.”

The banter had its intended effect, which was to send Helen on her way
without any major rift in their relationship. She’d continue to believe him an
incorrigible flirt, yes, but that was how the game was played. Since it was the
same treatment he afforded all the single females of his acquaintance, she
wouldn’t lose any sleep over him.



He waited only until her retreating form moved down the driveway before
sagging against the doorframe. One of these days, he was going to import a
real girlfriend from Canada and save himself a lot of trouble.

“Are you done making Ms. Helen laugh now?” Emily asked, picking up on
the cue at once. “Jeeves is getting cold.”

“Yes, moppet,” he said and sighed. That child was far too astute for her
own good. And mine. “You two head on inside. We’ve got a lot of work to do
getting that little guy settled in before Princess Lila comes tomorrow.”

At the mention of her dog trainer, Emily perked up. “Do you think she’ll
wear her dress this time?”

Ford pictured the boxy suit Lila had worn today, as far removed from a
princess as a person could possibly get, and laughed. “Maybe we’ll call her
later and ask,” he said, deriving a considerable amount of amusement from
imagining that conversation. “It never hurts to try.”



Chapter 4

Lila stared at her wardrobe with a mounting sense of frustration.

Here she was, a thirty-one-year-old college-educated woman and owner of
a successful business. She drove a Prius. She spoke two languages. She had a
sound retirement plan.

“Then why, oh, why, is it so hard to pick a stupid outfit?” she muttered.

She didn’t have to supply an answer. She already knew full well what was
bothering her, and it definitely wasn’t a man with a ridiculous name and the
best laugh she’d heard in her life.

The phone rang from the living room, saving her from the danger of
dwelling on that laugh. The landline was their business number, which meant
that one of her sisters would be sure to pick up the call. Sophie didn’t live in
the house anymore, having moved out to live with her boyfriend in Deer
Park, but she usually came by for a few hours every morning to do basic
training with the puppies. Dawn could be counted on to act as secretary, too,
since she rarely left the house before noon.

“Sure thing, Ms. Askari. I’ll put her on right away.” Sophie’s head popped
through the door, a smile on her lips as she took in the sight of Lila standing
in front of her closet clad only in her underwear. The smile was no real
surprise. Dawn would have told their youngest sister all about yesterday’s
beige suit. And about how she’d defected the moment she caught sight of
Ford, leaving Lila at his debonair mercy.

Lila was sure they’d had a good laugh about it at her expense, too. They



usually did.

“Lila, there’s a woman from the Auditory Guild on line two.”

Her sister spoke with a grave voice and professional mien that was largely
faked. There was no line two on their phone. There was barely a line one, but
when you were trying to impress an organization the size of the Auditory
Guild, you improvised.

“Thank you, Soph.” She took the phone and tried shutting the door behind
her, but that didn’t work. Sophie slipped through the crack and started
rummaging through the closet, nothing but virtue on her sweet, heart-shaped
face.

The traitor. Sophie was just as bad as Dawn—no, she was worse, because at
least Dawn owned up to her sneaky, manipulative ways. Sophie was like one
of those fluffy, adorable baby owls that blinked innocently before swooping
down and murdering entire meerkat colonies. She was a fighter, that one.
She’d had to be, since most of her childhood had been spent battling
leukemia.

All the sisters’ roles in life had been defined by that illness—of those years
spent living in a hospital, of never knowing if Sophie’s next breath would be
her last. It was in everything they said and did. Sophie looked fragile, yes, but
she was forged of steel. On the surface, Dawn offered nothing but saucy
indifference, but her heart was as soft and mushy as a bowl of oatmeal. And
Lila, well...

Lila got things done. One of them had to, and as the eldest, the task had
naturally fallen to her.

“Hello, Anya?” Lila tucked the handset against her chin. “I wasn’t
expecting to hear from you so soon. Is everything okay?”

“Everything is marvelous, darling. Absolutely marvelous.” Anya’s voice
was breathy and fluttering, more suited for an East Coast society dame than
the director of a nonprofit the size of the Auditory Guild, but Lila wasn’t
fooled. Anya could rip someone apart faster than Sophie and her meerkats.



“Listen, I had a chance to talk with Mr. Ford last night, and I want you to
know that I’'m very pleased with how you’re handling things so far.”

“Oh. Um.” Lila blinked and looked at Sophie, who was holding up some
kind of yellow sundress that was laughable for this time of year. Lila shook
her head and tried to focus on the call. “I’'m glad he likes the puppy Emily
picked out. She went with the cockapoo, which was one of my top choices.
He’s smart and sweet and just the right size for a child.”

“Oh, yes. The cockapoo. Of course.”

There was a pause that Lila knew from experience presaged a piece of news
she wasn’t going to like. She’d only known Anya Askari for a little over a
year, but with that woman, a few months was all it took. Even before she’d
run the Guild, Anya had been a fierce advocate for hearing services, a role
she’d risen to after her two young children had been diagnosed with auditory
processing disorders. If you wanted to do any kind of work in the field—and
Lila did—Anya was there to make sure you did it correctly.

Lila respected the hell out of the woman. She was also terrified of her.

“To be honest, I’'m less concerned about the animal and more concerned
about you,” Anya said, not mincing words. “You know I think the world of
the personalized approach you and your sisters take, and I’m thrilled to think
that this donation of yours could lead to future cases between us.”

She wasn’t the only one. Lila knew all too well that this case with Emily
Ford was a trial run, a test to see if Puppy Promise lived up to the Auditory
Guild’s high standards. If they—if she—did, there was every possibility that
the Guild would subsidize future charitable contracts.

“But?” Lila prompted.

“Well.” Anya hesitated again. “The truth is, I was rather hoping you’d have
Sophie or Dawn handle the juvenile cases.”

As if to prove the wisdom of such a decree, Sophie held up a horrible lime-
green bridesmaid dress that Lila had worn to a friend’s wedding years ago
before dissolving into silent giggles.



“Unfortunately, they’re both in the middle of other training right now,” Lila
said with a glare at her giddy sister. Suddenly realizing the direction this
conversation was headed, she stiffened and held the phone more precisely
against her ear. “Wait—are you asking me to step down from the Emily Ford
case?”

“Well, no,” Anya said. “Not anymore. I did have my doubts about you,
especially after meeting with Emily’s medical team, but that was before.”

“Before?” Lila echoed.

“Oh yes. I had a long chat with Mr. Ford, and he couldn’t sing your praises
highly enough. And that princess ball gown... I have to say, darling, I didn’t
think you had it in you. It was enchanting. 1 wanted to tell you at the party,
but you always seemed to be off hiding in a corner somewhere.”

Lila couldn’t help a flame of mortification from washing over her. Hiding
in corners was precisely what she had done. “Oh yes. Well...”

“Clearly, you understand children better than I thought. I wanted to
apologize for doubting you and to let you know that I’m already lining up
several other parents who might be interested in a consultation. I won’t
include you on our list of approved providers until this case with Emily is
complete, but you’re on the right track.” She paused again, this time with a
laugh lurking in the subtext. “Did you really put Christmas bows on all the
puppies?”

Lila felt an inexplicable need to apologize. “I had some red ribbon left over
from our groundbreaking ceremony a few years ago. It seemed like a good
idea at the time.”

“Mr. Ford was delighted by it. And by you, I need hardly add.”

She didn’t want to ask. It was unprofessional. It made her sound desperate.

She asked anyway. “What exactly did he say?”

“That he likes you. That he trusts you. That he couldn’t be happier with the
way things are turning out.” Anya let the laugh go, but the soft breathlessness
of it was cut short. “Don’t let him down, Lila. He’s counting on you. We all



»

are.

Lila barely had time for these heavy words to settle before Anya hung up. It
was followed by Sophie flouncing forward with a somber black dress Lila
had only worn to funerals.

“Since you don’t like any of my other choices, how about this?” she asked.
She held it up to her frame and grimaced at the overflow of the hem at her
feet. Sophie was a good six inches shorter than her two sisters, something that
had always been a source of annoyance to her. “Hmm. Maybe not. What was
that about, by the way?”

Lila took the dress and tossed it onto her bed, which was showing signs of
becoming the untidy heap so often visible in Dawn’s room. “Anya wanted me
to know what a good job I’'m doing so far.”

Sophie perked up, her eyes widening in delight. “Oh, Lil—congratulations.
That’s fantastic news.”

“No, it’s not.” Lila groaned as she surveyed what remained of her closet.
The boxy suits and funereal dresses that would keep Ford at bay were no
good. Any princess-like confections were out, too, since she was going to be
doing a lot of crawling around with a puppy today.

Judging by Anya’s call—and the implications behind it—she needed
something approachable. Something soft. Something so wholly unlike her it
was laughable. She had no other choice. People were counting on her. People
were always counting on her.

“Why did we ever think it was a good idea to put me in the same room as a
child?” she asked. It was a rhetorical question, so she didn’t bother waiting
for an answer. “This is your fault, you know. Yours and Dawn’s. If you
hadn’t wrangled me into that piece of pink fluff, none of this would have
happened. Everyone would know me for what I am and adjust their
expectations accordingly.”

Sophie blinked at her, not the least bit intimidated by the criticism. “And
what are you?” she asked.



Lila heaved a heavy sigh. That answer was easy.
“I’m the fun sponge.”

Ford Ford’s house wasn’t at all what Lila had been expecting. Meeting a
well-groomed man in a tuxedo—even one with a young daughter—had a way
of creating the illusion of secret agents, sleek chrome-filled bachelor pads,
and vintage sports cars.

As Lila double-checked the address and pulled up to a tiny brick house, she
realized she couldn’t have been further from the truth. All the houses on this
street were boxy and small—Iless than a thousand square feet apiece—and
almost every yard had some variation of a snowman built in it, with discarded
carrots and scarves littering the scene. Christmas decorations were already up
in abundance, many of the SUVs and family cars bearing fuzzy antlers and
red-felt noses on their front bumpers—including Ford’s.

“A minivan?” she said as she pulled open her car door and stepped out. “He
drives a reindeer minivan?”

“He has to, unfortunately. He’s in charge of car pool one week every
month.”

Lila held back a small shriek of surprise.

Ford appeared next to the large snow pile that must have been hiding him.
“For a while there, I tried cramming the lot of them in my two-door sedan,
but it didn’t work. For some reason, kids get mad when you make them ride
in the trunk.” He grinned and drew closer. “Well, that’s not true. The kids
loved it. Their mothers, however...”

Lila remembered, almost too late, to breathe. The mortification of having
been caught disparaging Ford’s car was paltry compared to the sensation she
felt at seeing him in nothing but a pair of red-and-black buffalo-check pajama
pants. He had on boots and a coat thrown hastily over the top, not to mention
a small puppy clutched to his bare chest, but he had to be freezing. It was all



of twenty-five degrees out here, the windows on every parked car frosted
over and clouds of her breath coming out in short, panting puffs.

“We don’t have a fenced yard,” he apologized as he curled the puppy more
protectively against his chest. “And it takes at least half an hour to get Emily
layered up to go outside, so that makes me the king of potty breaks. Come on
in. Have you had coffee?”

Lila strove to find her tongue, but it was cleaved to the top of her mouth.
She’d known that Ford in a tuxedo was attractive, all those folds of dark cloth
molded to a body that knew what it was about. Even yesterday at the kennel,
in jeans and a sweater, he’d looked a fine figure of a man, his shoulders broad
and his stance powerful.

But this? Bare-chested? In the cold? All those firmly etched lines flexing
with his every breath?

“I haven’t had any either,” he said. “Although I have fed and watered this
little beast, so I figure I’'m not doing too bad overall. Oh, h-e-I-I. Quick. Let’s
get inside before—”

“Ford! Ford, you’ve got to be kidding. You’re going to catch your death of
cold like that.”

Lila turned to find herself being accosted by a pretty brunette in a puffy
parka that went down to her knees. She held a steaming mug of coffee in
each hand, which she extended toward the pair of them. It took Lila a
moment to process that not only was Ford being offered a hot beverage, but
she was, too.

“Here. I’1l take that little darling so you can hold your cup. Jeeves, you said
his name was? Oh—or am I still not supposed to touch him?” This question
was directed at Lila, who found herself at a continued loss for words.

She didn’t know what it was about these people that threw her so far off-
balance, but they did. She was normally able to carry herself well in any
situation. All it took was a little authority, a little dignity, and—

“I won’t pet him, see? Just cradle him like this. He’s awfully sweet.” The



woman buried her nose in the puppy’s neck and inhaled. It was the exact
same thing Lila did whenever presented with a four-legged bundle of joy, so
she relaxed a little. “That’s my special brew you’re holding. It has a bit of
spice to keep things warm on a morning like this one. I thought you two
could use it. My name’s Helen, by the way. You must be Princess Lila.”

All attempts at relaxation fled, some of the special brew sloshing over the
edge of Lila’s mug as she reared back. “Oh, I’'m not really a—"

Ford coughed heavily and cast a knowing look back over his shoulder.
Emily stood in the doorway to the house, a long purple nightgown brushing
the tops of her bare feet. It was an ideal opportunity for Lila to assert her
position as a woman of good sense, a dog trainer who one time wore a pink
dress to a party, but Anya’s praise still hung heavily around her neck.

“I’m not really supposed to talk about my lineage,” she said, resigned to her
fate. If getting the Auditory Guild’s seal of approval meant wearing crowns
and carrying fairy dust in her pockets, then so be it. Dawn and Sophie were
more suited to the post, obviously, but they didn’t have a monopoly on
benevolence.

She could do cheery. She could do light. She was even wearing some kind
of gold-threaded sweater to prove it. It was the only thing she and Sophie
could find that screamed princess pizzazz.

“It’s a secret because of matters of immediate political importance,” she
added. “Like, um...” She scanned her memory for the most child-friendly
diplomatic issues plaguing the world, but nothing seemed to fit. Chemical
warfare reserves seemed a touch dark, as did systemic and concentrated
genocide. And she was no expert, but she was pretty sure no kid wanted to
hear about capital-gains taxes.

Ford seemed to note her struggle, his lips hovering over a grin. “The evil
prince trying to take over her throne,” he supplied.

Ah, yes. Evil princes. How could she have forgotten that one?

“He’s my brother,” Lila lied, thinking fast. “My twin brother.”



Ford winked. “Her evil twin brother.”

“Oh dear,” Helen murmured sympathetically. “How terrible for your whole
country.”

Lila was impressed by the way Helen took it all in stride. She must have
kids of her own. Apparently, a fertile imagination was one of those things
they handed out at the hospital after a baby was born, like maternal instincts
and those cute knit caps in alternating shades of pink and blue.

Lila took a sip of the coffee, surprised to find it as delicious as promised,
with a hint of cinnamon and cayenne to spice the blood. However, Helen was
giving no signs of leaving, which made Lila suspect that it wasn’t really her
she’d come over to caffeinate. She’d probably peeked out the window and
seen Ford without a shirt. It was enough to get any hot-blooded woman’s
morning routine going.

Emily had disappeared from the doorway, so Lila took that as her cue to
follow suit. “I’ll take Jeeves in and start setting up the training.” She reached
for the puppy, that warm bundle of fur so easygoing that he took being
handed from one person to another in stride. “Thank you for the coffee.”

“No, wait.” Ford stilled her with a hand on her arm. “I’ll come with you.
I’d like to watch how you do things.”

“I can see I’'m only in the way,” Helen said, cheerfully unconcerned with
being given the brush-off. “But before you go, Ford, I wanted to see if you’re
free this weekend. I hate to ask on such short notice, but I need a plus-one for
a holiday party my work is throwing. I already have a sitter lined up for the
boys, so you’d be more than welcome to leave Emily with them.”

Now Lila definitely wished she’d escaped while she had the chance. She
might have made another attempt, but Ford was still clinging to her forearm,
his grip strangely firm.

“That’s a tempting offer, but Lila will be keeping me pretty busy for the
next few weeks.”

She opened her mouth to protest. Hard work and diligence were important



to ensure a successful placement, yes, but even she wasn’t so unyielding that
she required her clients to give up their entire weekends. Before she could
utter so much as a syllable to that effect, Ford’s clasp on her tightened even
more.

“Isn’t that right, Princess Lila?”

Well able to take a hint when it was being imprinted on her skin, she forced
a smile. “Oh, yes. Weekdays, weekends, nights... A dog trainer’s work is
never done.”

Helen frowned. “Really? Nights?”

“She’s very diligent. It’s her royal blood.”

“But on a Saturday evening?”

Ford looked at Lila with a note of such appeal in his eyes that she found
herself nodding along. She’d always thought she was impervious to that kind
of pleading—puppies were notoriously good at it, the wretches—but
something about it coming from a fully grown man knocked her sideways.

“I’'m afraid so,” she said. And since the lies seemed to be stacking up
around her, she decided to add a bit of truthfulness. With a self-conscious pat
on Jeeves’s head, she added, “I’'m kind of a stickler about things like that.
About everything, really.”

Ford’s grip on her relaxed. “And you know how obedient I am, Helen.” He
winked. “Especially when the commands come from a woman like this one.”

Lila wasn’t sure she cared to hear what he meant by that—if it was her stern
demeanor or her apparent inability to work with children that made her so
intimidating—but she should have known better than to trust a word out of
his mouth.

Helen certainly didn’t. “Oh, please. Getting you to do anything you don’t
want to is like trying to take one of my kids to the dentist.” She beamed at
Lila. “From the way they carry on, you’d think I was dragging them to their
deaths. Well, either that or the hairdresser.”

“They’re not wrong about the hairdresser,” Ford interjected. “I still



remember that unfortunate episode you had with the bowl cuts.”

A laugh escaped Lila before she could prevent it. Nothing about the
conversation was in any way out of the ordinary—at least, not considering
who Lila was having this conversation with. It didn’t seem to matter to either
Helen or Ford that they were discussing haircuts while Lila had a cockapoo
held in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other—or that it was below
freezing while they did it.

But at the sound of Lila’s laughter, the other woman glanced back and forth
between them, her lips parted in a sudden smile. “Oh, I see,” she said with a
knowing nod.

“See what?” Lila asked with a quick look over her shoulder.

When she turned back, it was to find Helen pointing at first Ford and then
Lila, her smile spreading. “You should have mentioned something earlier,”
she said. “I wouldn’t have barged in on you like this if I’d known.”

Known what? Lila assumed Ford was just as mystified as she was, but his
expression had relaxed into a devastating grin—a grin that was pointed
directly at her. She was still reeling from it when he spoke again.

“Am I that obvious?” Ford asked, shaking his head with a mock sigh. “I
was hoping to keep the news quiet for a little longer, but it’s impossible now.
You found me out.”

“Well, really,” Helen breathed. “I had no idea.”

“Neither did I,” Ford admitted. “But there’s no use trying to hide what’s
staring us all in the face, is there? I hadn’t spent five minutes in Lila’s
company before I realized my life would never be the same.”

That last bit was directed at Lila. Her shock at hearing the declaration on
Ford’s tongue—how easily it tripped off, how natural it sounded—was
swallowed in a squeal of delight. And not her own. Despite the fact that Lila
was holding both a puppy and a mug of hot coffee, Helen showed every
intention of pulling her into a wintry hug.

Acting on instinct, Lila backed away, but all that did was force her against



Ford’s chest. She had no idea how she could feel the heat of him through her
thick wool peacoat, but she could have sworn that the temperature of all the
places where their bodies touched jumped a good twenty degrees. Although
he was no longer holding her arm, his stance made it impossible for her to
flee.

Helen had to settle for a smile that seemed genuine, despite the fact that
she’d just been turned down for a date. “Ford, you devil. Leading us all on
like that. Maddie and Danica are going to be devastated.”

“Alas, that’s always been my curse.” Ford clucked his tongue and sighed.
“Leaving a trail of broken hearts wherever I go. I warned you how it was
from the start.”

“Well, I’m delighted to finally meet you, Lila, and can only apologize for
monopolizing so much of your time.” Helen laughed and shook her head,
curls bouncing playfully around her shoulders. “I should have known
something was up the moment I saw you two together. It was the royal blood
that threw me off. We’d always been told you were from Canada.”

“Canada?” Lila echoed, so far out of her depth that she was finding it
difficult to come up for air.

“Well, I could hardly tell you her real country of origin, could I?” Ford
asked. “What with the succession in so much danger and all.” He still stood
at her back, so close that his breath was a warm whisper against her neck.
Lila hadn’t worn a scarf that morning, but she firmly resolved to do so
tomorrow. There was something caressingly intimate about his lips so close
to her skin.

Touching but not touching. Laughing but not laughing.

Helen made the motion of a zipper over her lips. “I won’t tell a soul. And
bring those coffee cups back whenever, you two. I’m never in a hurry to do
dishes.”

Lila didn’t dare breathe until Helen had walked to the end of the drive,
darted a quick look down either side of the street, and dashed into a cozy-



looking house situated diagonally to Ford’s. Lila didn’t move for a good
thirty seconds after that, either, busy as she was trying to come up with
something rational to say.

“It’s a lovely view of the neighborhood, but would you mind too much if
we went inside now?” Ford’s voice was still far too close for her peace of
mind. “I don’t know about you, but I'm freezing my t-i-t-s off out here.”

Lila’s body gave another one of those involuntary twitches. She blamed it
on the fact that he’d spelled the word out, making her fear that Emily was
standing mere feet away and had overheard everything. But when she whirled
around, it was to find the pair of them alone in the yard and Ford’s tits very
much on display.

If you could call them that, anyway. There was nothing soft or bouncing
about his wall of a chest and clearly defined pec muscles.

“Yes, well. That’s not my fault,” she said. She wished she sounded more in
control of herself, but it was a wonder that her voice worked at all. “I
remembered to cover mine up before I left the house.”

“I noticed. That was probably wise of you, under the circumstances.” He
nodded and took a sip of his coffee, but there was a lurking twinkle in his eye
she didn’t quite trust. “The royal circumstances, of course. A princess should
be modest and decorous in all things.”

“That woman doesn’t actually believe I’m a princess, right?”

“Probably not. Helen’s no fool.”

“Or that I’'m from Canada?”

“I’d say there’s a fifty percent chance. There’s something very northern
about your air.”

This last one was the most difficult to get out, but it needed to be said.
“And she doesn’t really think you’re...in love with me?”

“Oh, that one was all her.” Ford hunched one shoulder in the same half-
shrug from the night of the ball. Turning on his heel, he led the way up the
sidewalk, pausing only to cast a sheepish glance over his shoulder. “She



could tell the moment she saw us together.”

“Ford...”

“T-i-t-s,” he said and pointed at his chest. “I wasn’t kidding about them. A
few more minutes out here, and I’m going to start developing hypothermia.”

Hypothermia was the least of Lila’s worries. Flushed with a combination of
embarrassment, confusion, and—maost of all—a pleasurable warmth that had
more to do with Ford’s bare chest than she cared to admit, Lila was in much
more danger of melting through the snow.

Not that she allowed any of it to show. Even with her scant knowledge of
princesses, she knew that at least one of them lived in a remote ice castle up
on a hill. Of all the royal personas she might adopt for her own, that seemed
the most apt for a woman like her.

Especially when faced with a man like him.



Chapter 5

“So, the primary goal is for this little guy to become your second pair of
ears.” Lila sat cross-legged in front of Emily, talking to the child in a low,
calm tone that was making it difficult for Ford to concentrate on his work.
“Any sound that you think is important, we’ll also teach Jeeves is important.
That way, if you miss it for whatever reason—because you’re doing your
homework or watching cartoons or just not having a good day—he can
remind you.”

Emily nodded solemnly, her eyes wide as she sat at attention next to her
puppy and absorbed the importance of what Lila was telling her. Ford was
trying not to interfere and had turned his chair away from the three of them in
hopes that he could focus on the coffee-maker manual he was drawing, but it
was difficult.

And not just because there was a gorgeous woman on his living room floor
in a golden sweater with her hair swept up in an elaborate crown of braids.
The fact that she’d made a genuine effort to look regal was enough to cement
her in his heart forever. That she spoke to his daughter as if she were a
miniature adult, capable of making her own decisions, was going to be the
end of him.

“I’1l start. One of the sounds I think is super important is a smoke alarm.
Have you heard one of those before?”

Emily giggled. “Only when Daddy burns the toast.”

“I like a nice char on my bread,” he called over his shoulder. “Crispy and



full of flavor.”

Lila ignored him. Ever since that morning’s encounter with Helen, she’d
been doing that a lot—she and Emily both. With the kind of determination
rarely seen in a child three times her age, Emily had thrown herself
wholeheartedly into the puppy training.

She’s just like her mother. And, come to think of it, like Lila.

“Now it’s your turn,” Lila said. “What sounds are important to you?”

Ford turned back to his drafting desk, determined to concentrate on
illustrating the best water reservoir in the history of coffee makers, but it was
no use. Emily and Lila were having way more fun than him.

“I like it when the roosters crow at Grandma Louise’s house. She has eight
chickens.”

“That’s an excellent sound,” Lila agreed.

“Are you sure about that?” Ford asked. “Emily failed to mention that of the
eight chickens, seven of them are roosters. When they really get going,
they’re like a choir of sopranos with their throats cut. And usually well before
dawn.”

“Roosters are kind of like alarm clocks, aren’t they?” Lila persisted, still
ignoring him. “We can put alarm clocks on our list. That’s a good one. Oh!
And how about when a car is driving down the road? There are a lot of
different traffic sounds we can teach Jeeves.”

“Including the ice-cream truck?” Emily asked, getting into the spirit of
things.

“Especially the ice-cream truck.” Lila’s pen tapped against the pad of paper
in a thoughtful pause. “Let’s see, what else... The doorbell, maybe? For
when your friends come over to play?”

Ford whipped around and shook his head, but it was no use. Lila wasn’t
looking at him and therefore couldn’t see the warning he was trying to send
her way.

“No, thank you.”



“You don’t have a doorbell? That’s okay. Knocking works, too. Jeeves is
really smart. We can teach him that they mean the same thing.”

“No.”

“Well, maybe we could just add it in case—"

“No, no, no, no, NO!” Emily’s vehemence grew with each repetition.

“Are you not allowed to answer the door?” Now Lila gave him her
attention, her head swiveling toward his. “We don’t have to teach her to open
it—only to know that there’s someone there. In case you’re in the shower or
something.”

Ford tried to make the quick motion of a knife across his throat, but
Emily’s face had already started to crumple in on itself, all of her placid
happiness coming to a crushing halt. At the sight of it, Ford’s heart started to
do the same, clenching with a familiar sensation of frustration and
helplessness.

“This is a stupid game,” Emily announced. Her thumb went automatically
to her mouth, her other hand clutching Jeeves around the neck. The puppy
took it like the true gentleman his name suggested, determined to absorb his
lady’s suffering no matter the cost. “I don’t want to play anymore.”

Lila looked as though she wanted to protest, but Ford just nodded. “Jeeves
could probably use a break. Why don’t you take him to your room for a few
minutes?”

Emily gave a resolute sniffle, but there was little she could do to prevent
the tears from gathering in her eyes. She held her head high as she marched
through the living room, her puppy on floppy legs as he trailed in her wake.

“What did I say?” Lila asked as soon as Emily had slammed the bedroom
door behind her. The house was so small that the action caused the pictures to
rattle on the walls, but Ford wouldn’t punish her for it. A slammed door was
preferable to the withdrawn silence that so often took over. “Do you guys
have a rule about guests that I should know about?”

Ford sighed and scrubbed a hand over his jaw, momentarily forgetting that



he had a tendency to get ink all over his fingers while he sketched. “No,
there’s no rule. In fact, teaching Jeeves to recognize a knock on the door
should probably go to the top of the list. In case you didn’t notice, neighbors
around here have a tendency to drop by at all hours and on the flimsiest of
excuses.”

At the mention of Helen and those empty coffee cups waiting to be
returned, Lila’s entire body stilled. “I’m sure it’s none of my business,” she
said.

“Are you?” He sighed. “I’m not. Not after I let Helen walk away without
setting the record straight.”

Color mounted in her cheeks, but not by so much as a flutter of an eyelash
did she show any other signs of discomposure. Which was probably for the
best, now that he thought about it. At least one of them needed to have some
dignity around here, and it obviously wasn’t going to be him.

It never was. For as long as Ford could remember, he’d been lacking all
those skills that would set him apart as a man of the world. He wasn’t
particularly driven. He had few ambitions outside of Emily’s well-being. And
he hadn’t had a relationship—not a real one, anyway—in years.

It was why he was so good at the Helens of the world. The women in his
life looked at him and saw not the shitty ex-husbands who’d left them to raise
their children on their own, and not a man who had the potential to break
their hearts, but someone who made them laugh. Someone safe. A game.

In other words, he was Ford Ford: charming and fun, flirtatious and
harmless, great to have at parties.

And never, under any circumstances, to be taken seriously.

“I was hoping it would be a few weeks before we got to this point, but we
might as well have the truth out now.” He held out a hand to help Lila to her
feet, but she only stared at his palm as though it might bite her. Since there
seemed nothing else to do, he settled on the floor next to her instead.

He took up much more space than Emily did, which meant that by the time



he found a comfortable spot between the coffee table and the wooden castle
pushed up against one wall, his long legs extended in front of him, Lila was
practically ensconced in his lap.

She didn’t shift, though. Not away from him, but not closer to him, either.
He was starting to realize that the stillness of her bearing, the careful way she
both spoke and moved, was as much a part of her as those dark, penetrating
eyes.

He rested his head back on the seat of the couch and sighed. It was a nice
change, this restful way of hers. A man could get used to it. Especially one as
exhausted as him. Taking care of a puppy in the middle of the night was
almost as much work as having an infant.

“You have a smudge of ink on your face,” she said by way of breaking the
silence.

He grunted a noncommittal reply. He always had ink on his face. Either
that or finger paint or mashed potatoes or, for reasons he’d never been able to
fathom, nail polish. No matter how hard he tried to keep it on Emily’s fingers
and toes, it invariably ended up all over his person. Usually the carpet, too.

He was nothing if not classy.

Lila grew silent again, once more lulling him into a feeling of peacefulness.
He tried to gather his thoughts, to marshal them into the easiest way to make
Lila understand the unique position that he and Emily found themselves in,
but they seemed a hazy, faraway thing. Just for a few minutes, he wanted to
bask in the quiet, to enjoy the light scent of Lila’s peach perfume and the
warmth of the heater kicking on behind them.

And bask in it, he did. Ripe peaches and soft, supple skin were the last two
things he remembered before he drifted off to sleep.
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Lila was having a difficult time deciding which was worse: being so uptight
that Anya Askari feared she’d make small children cry, or being so boring



that a man fell asleep within seconds of sitting down beside her.

“He could at least have had the decency to drool,” she muttered as she
tiptoed down the hall to the closed door she assumed belonged to Emily. The
yellow heart stickers plastered all over the bottom half were a good indication
she was on the right track. “But, no. He looks just as good sleeping as he does
awake.”

It was his long, dark lashes that did it, curving against his cheekbone like a
delicate fall of black lace. Eyelashes that beautiful were so unfair on a man,
especially when combined with those clear blue eyes and cheekbones like the
metal frame of a skyscraper. No woman stood a chance.

Not Lila or, apparently, coffee-cup Helen.

Since they hadn’t had time to work on door alerts yet, she decided to head
right in, turning the knob with a gentle snick. The girl didn’t look up right
away, which Lila took to mean she hadn’t heard her come in, but Jeeves
already knew his role and went to nudge Emily’s hand. His little black nose
sought purchase against her palm and remained that way until Emily noticed
and glanced up.

“Hey, Emily,” Lila said with what she hoped was a casual air. Turning her
attention to the diligent cockapoo, she added, “Good boy, Jeeves. Good
alert.”

Her pockets were always full of treats for a training session, so she handed
one wordlessly to Emily. Like Jeeves, the girl was already learning her job
well. She repeated Lila’s praise and held her hand out for the puppy to take
the reward.

The lick on her palm made Emily giggle. That, in turn, lifted about eighty
tons of weight off Lila’s shoulders. She didn’t know why the sight of that
girl’s huge tear-filled eyes had caused such a pang, but they had. Especially
since she was pretty sure it was something she’d said that had put them there.

“Your dad is taking a nap,” she said quietly, careful to face Emily so the
girl could see her lips.



“I hate naps,” Emily supplied.

“Me too. They’re such a waste, aren’t they? When there are so many other
things to do?”

Emily nodded, still too sober for Lila’s peace of mind. Admittedly, her
knowledge of children was small, but they were supposed to be exuberant,
hyper little things, weren’t they? Like untrained puppies, bouncing from one
room to the next.

She remembered that Sophie and Dawn had always been that way.
Technically, she was only two years older than Dawn and four more than
Soph, but she’d always felt more mature than her age. Even as kids, her
sisters had been the ones to chatter and play and make up games that lasted
for hours at a time. All while Lila had watched, set apart, wondering what it
was about her that turned every party into a wake.

“Can you braid my hair like yours?” Emily asked suddenly. “Like a royal
crown?”

More pleased than she cared to admit that Emily noticed her concession to
the princess persona, Lila jumped at the chance. “Of course.” She dropped
the two fingers of her right hand over two fingers of her left—the ASL sign
for sit—and patted the space between her legs. She wasn’t very well-educated
in sign language, but considering how much Emily lit up to see her make the
attempt, she resolved to improve her studies.

Emily obliged with the request, settling onto her knees and holding herself
perfectly still in front of Lila. Turning around, she said, “Daddy makes me sit
like this. No wriggles. No talking. Else he messes up.”

“Can your dad braid?” Lila asked, impressed. Her own father could barely
manage a ponytail holder without snapping his fingers off. With three
daughters and a wife who excelled at hair duties, there’d never been any need
for him to learn.

“Not like you,” Emily confessed as she turned back around. Whatever
uneasiness had been left between them fled in that moment. Lila had no idea



if it was the mention of Ford that had done it, or if the mere act of running her
fingers through the girl’s corn-silk hair was the cause, but Emily’s guard
dropped. “Ms. Helen and Ms. Maddie taught him how. Ms. Helen only gots
boys, but Ms. Maddie has a little girl like me.”

“Oh?” Lila murmured. She doubted Emily could hear her, seated as they
were, so she didn’t press the issue.

As it turned out, there was no need. Emily pressed it for her. “Her name is
June. She knows all about bugs and how to jump off swings so you get super
high. She doesn’t want to be my friend.”

Lila had no idea what to make of this, so she focused on the intricate twists
of Emily’s hair instead. Her cochlear implants made some of the side bits a
little tricky, but Lila had done her sisters’ hair so many times that she was
something of an expert.

“Byron and Neil don’t want to be my friend, either. Nobody does.”

This time, Lila was moved enough to voice a protest, but she stopped
herself short. Ford might have found her company so unstimulating that he
fell asleep rather than explain Emily’s outburst, but the little girl seemed to
have no such qualms. She was explaining plenty.

“They have to play with me a’cos their moms make them, but it’s not the
same as having a real friend.” For the first time, Emily showed a tendency to
squirm, twisting until she was looking up at Lila. “Do you have real friends?”

Lila was startled enough by the question that she grabbed a rubber band and
twisted it around Emily’s hair to hold her place. Emily didn’t seem to mind
that it took Lila so long to gather her thoughts. She sat patiently with Jeeves
in her lap, an expectant look in her eyes.

“Well, I have two sisters,” Lila eventually confessed.

“And the evil prince brother?”

“Er, yes,” she fibbed, remembering her cover story. “Him too. But my
sisters aren’t evil. They’re very nice, actually.”

“Like you?”



That startled her even more. “Much nicer,” she said. “We work on training
puppies together, so we spend a lot of time in one another’s company. But as
for friends, real friends, the kind of friends I’m not related to, no. I don’t
have many.”

Emily sighed wistfully. “Don’t you want some?”

That was the most startling question of all. It had never occurred to Lila to
question the number of friends she had in her life. She had acquaintances
aplenty—work colleagues and old college study buddies, as well as the rare
handful of ex-boyfriends she wasn’t ashamed to own up to. What they didn’t
provide in terms of social stimulation, her sisters did. Rarely a day went by
without the three of them sharing dinner or drinks or, as was more often the
case, a barrage of invasive questions and general lack of privacy.

For some reason, Lila felt that didn’t count. She loved Sophie and Dawn so
much it hurt sometimes, her whole world wrapped up in everything they said
and did. But if they’d met as strangers, she doubted either of them would
have wanted anything to do with her. They were both so much fun, so alive,
so unafraid to put themselves out there.

So unlike me.

“I do want some, actually,” Lila admitted. “How about you?”

Emily nodded solemnly.

“Is that why you don’t want to teach Jeeves about the door? Because no one
comes by to play?”

Emily nodded again, her lower lip quivering. Lila had never seen anything
so tragic. What was the matter with the kids on this street that they’d reduce
this poor, lonely creature to tears? She had half a mind to storm over to
Helen’s house and chuck those coffee cups at the door, demanding answers.
But although that might be something Dawn would do—in fact, she was
pretty sure her sister had thrown a tire iron at a man’s house—Lila was a
model of decorum. She always had been.

She was not, however, heartless.



“I know that you and I haven’t known each other long, but maybe I could
be your friend?” she offered. “I’m not very fun, and I don’t know any jokes,
but—"

“Daddy!” Emily sprang to her feet before Lila could finish her tentative
offer. From the way Ford leaned against the doorframe, his legs casually
crossed at the ankle and an unreadable expression on his face, she had a
feeling he’d been there a while. “Princess Lila is doing my hair in a crown
like hers.”

“I see that. It’s very fetching on you both.”

“And she’s going to be my friend. My real friend.”

“Is she?” That unreadable expression melted into a smile. It was a good
smile, all devastating attraction and lopsided charm. Lila felt her heart stutter
at the sight. “I’m glad. That means it’ll be much easier for me to make her
mine.”

Lila knew, from a semantic standpoint, that Ford was speaking of
friendship. Having his daughter and her dog trainer on friendly terms meant
that it would be that much easier for he and the dog trainer to be on friendly
terms. That was all.

But the phrasing, that make her mine, was doing strange things to her
equilibrium. She wasn’t the sort of woman who cared to belong to anyone—
male, female, or anywhere in between—but for a brief flicker, she felt as
though she might be willing to make an exception. To belong to Ford, to
matter to him, seemed like an experience worth having.

“Emily, there’s a peanut-butter sandwich in the kitchen with your name
written all over it,” he said, unaware that the world had just tilted on its axis.
“And there’s a bowl of puppy chow for Jeeves. Make sure you don’t get them
mixed up. I tasted the kibble, and it’s terrible. I don’t recommend it.”

Emily giggled. “I know. I ate one yesterday. It tastes like worms.”

Finding nothing odd in that pronouncement, Ford straightened and watched
his daughter trot out of the room, Jeeves obligingly at her heels. Lila got to



her feet and made a motion to follow them to the relative safety of the
kitchen, but Ford blocked the door, his wide shoulders almost filling the gap.

“You fell asleep,” she accused. It wasn’t the most pressing issue on her
mind, but it seemed the safest.

“I know. I haven’t done that in ages. Thank you.”

“Oh.” She blinked, once again caught unaware. Ford had the disconcerting
ability to say the last thing she expected, and with such nonchalance that it
threw her seriously off-kilter. “Um. You’re welcome?”

He grinned. The ink smudge had been wiped from his face, but that smile
was just as effective in making him appear boyishly charming. “You should
have warned me that having a puppy is as bad as having an infant. Jeeves
howls.”

“He does not.”

“Like a werewolf under the light of a full moon.”

Lila stiffened. It was one thing for Ford to mock her, but to mock her
highly trained puppy was another thing altogether. “I beg your pardon. Jeeves
has never howled a day in his life. Did you feed him?”

“Of course.”

“Water him?”

“He was practically attached to a hose.”

“Take him outside to go to the bathroom?”

“Every hour on the hour.” Ford shifted from one foot to the other, his blue
eyes twinkling. “I think he did it because he missed you. To be honest, I felt a
little like howling myself.”

That was taking things too far—even for a man Lila was coming to realize
was unable to open his mouth without nonsense spouting out. “You did no
such thing,” she protested. “You don’t even know me. I could be a horrible
person. I might troll people on the internet or fail to use my turn signal at a
busy intersection.”

He laughed, the sound deep and rich and devastating to her sense of



balance. “If you think not using a turn signal is the worst thing a human being
can do, I’m pretty sure we’re going to get along fine. Besides, you didn’t out
me to Helen this morning, and you just offered to be my daughter’s friend.
The way I see it, that makes you damn near perfect.”

She didn’t take that as a compliment. She couldn’t. Perfect was an insult
that had been leveled on her far too many times in her life already. It came
mostly from men, and mostly with the intention of making her feel about two
inches tall.

Patrick Yarmouth had been the most recent transgressor—and the most
painful. I can’t keep up with your goddamned perfection, he’d said in the
same tone he might have used with a serial killer. Are you even human under
all that?

She hadn’t bothered to ask him what “all that” was supposed to be. Her
clothes? Her hair? Her skin? There were enough lizard-people conspiracy
theorists out there that she wasn’t sure she cared to hear the answer.

“I’m not perfect,” she said stiffly. “And I have half a mind to march over to
Helen’s house right now and tell her that I’ve never been to Canada.”

He laughed, but it carried a rueful tinge this time. He also lost some of his
swagger, his shoulders coming down a fraction. “Please don’t do that. I know
it was wrong of me to encourage her to think we’re dating, but you have no
idea what a favor you’d be doing me if you’d pretend to be madly and
desperately in love with me. Oh, and jealous in the bargain. Like, the kind of
jealous that ends in televisions and baseball bats thrown onto the front lawn.”

Lila tried to keep her stiff upper lip, but it was difficult. Mostly because no
one would believe it if she started tossing televisions onto front lawns. Not
only was it a terrible waste of resources, but all that broken glass would be
devastating to puppy toes. She’d end up spending hours crawling over the
yard with tweezers in hand.

“Couldn’t you have just told her you’re not interested in going to her work
party?”



“Theoretically? Yes.” He sighed. “But it’s not what you think. My
relationship with Helen is...unique.”

“Unique like your relationship with Maddie and Danica?” she guessed.

His eyes flashed with a quick glimmer of humor. “You caught that part,
huh? I know how it looks. It sounds even worse.”

“Try me.”

He stole a peek behind him, probably to ensure that Emily wasn’t anywhere
near, and dropped his voice. “You heard most of it already,” he said. Lila had
to step closer to hear him, even though proximity to this man was the last
thing she needed. There was something about him that was so...easy. Easy to
like, easy to trust.

Easy to fall for.

“Emily has never been great at making friends.” He sighed. “I don’t know
why. I used to think it was because of the implants and the speech classes she
has to go to, but there’s more to it than that. She’s... Quiet. Reserved.”

Lila nodded. Quiet and reserved were two qualities she was intimately
acquainted with.

“So much of her life has been spent being poked and stared at by strangers,
dragged from one specialist to the next. She’s taken every bit of it in stride,
but that’s a lot to ask of such a little kid. Add a parent who has no idea what
he’s doing most of the time, and this is what you get. A six-year-old with the
weight of the world on her shoulders.”

That was another thing Lila could readily understand. Take an already
level-headed child and throw her into a routine of doctors and adult
responsibilities, and the results were understandably quiet. Reserved. Cold.

“I owe Helen so much,” he added candidly. “Helen and Maddie and Danica
and pretty much every other parent within a five-block radius. Some days,
they’re the only way I’'m able to get from start to finish. Other days, well...”

“Well?” Lila prompted.

He shrugged his shoulder and offered her a rueful grin. “There’s just so



many of them.” With a laugh, he added, “It was wrong of me to use you like
that, and I really am sorry about putting you in that position, but you saw how
quick she was to give us some time alone, how easily she dropped her plans
for this weekend. She almost never does that. As strange as it sounds, this is
the first time in years that I’ve been able to breathe.”

If Lila had thought that being physically close to this man was a bad idea, it
was nothing compared to the effect his confession was having on her. His
flirtation startled her, his playfulness unsettled her, his charm knocked the air
from her chest. Honesty, however, was turning out to be the worst of the lot.
In that moment, his handsome face so earnest—so pleading—he could have
asked her for anything, and she’d have given it to him.

Partially to preclude this catastrophe from taking place and partially
because he seemed to expect a response, she nodded once. “Okay.”

He shifted, his posture again resuming its strong, wide stance. “Okay,
what?”

“Okay, I understand. Okay, I forgive you.”

“That’s it?” His voice dropped into a note of suspicion. “What’s the catch?”

“You are, obviously.”

He tilted his head in a question, one brow raised. The arch of that brow was
so cool, so debonair, it forced a laugh out of her. This man had no idea what
kind of effect he had on women. He probably had no idea how dangerous it
was for him to saunter around in the cold without a shirt on, either. Or even
with one on. He wouldn’t be standing there in a skintight thermal and faded
jeans, his feet in fuzzy red socks, if he did.

“You don’t think it’s a little bit weird that every unattached mom in your
life is on the prowl?” she asked.

For the first time since she’d met Ford, he looked more flustered than she
felt, the tips of his ears glowing adorably pink. He glanced away. “They’re
not on the prowl. It’s just a game we play. It’s not easy, meeting people when
you have children.”



She almost snorted. “Helen’s cute. She could swipe right and have plenty of
men lining up to introduce themselves.”

“It’s not like that. Our kids go to the same school.”

“Oh, is that what people find attractive? Proximity and shared bake-sale
duties? No wonder I’m still single. I’ve been going about this all wrong.” She
shook her head, amazed that such a seemingly intelligent man could be so
dense. “Ford, you’re a single dad. You’re gainfully employed. You have the
face of a Skarsgard and the body of a Hemsworth. And from everything I’ve
been able to glean, you’ll flirt with anything that has a pulse.”

The pink had yet to die down from his ears, but he regained some of his
composure. It was accompanied by a mischievous smile she didn’t trust. “I
didn’t quite catch that bit about the Hemsworths,” he said.

Lila opted for the high road. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Or the bit with the Skarsgards.”

“You’re missing the point.” She leveled him with a careful stare, her
breathing only slightly hitched. The look he was giving her was so eager, so
hungry that it was no wonder he had all of the women in this neighborhood at
his feet. “Most men go through life without sending every female they meet
into a flutter.”

“But every woman doesn’t go into a flutter,” he pointed out. “You didn’t.”

She opened her mouth and closed it again, unwilling to make the error of
speaking her thoughts aloud. She could have enlightened him on a number of
things, including her indifferent feelings toward him, but she didn’t. Mostly
because her feelings were anything but indifferent. Like Helen and Maddie
and Danica and Lord knew who else, she’d taken one look at him in that
tuxedo and counted herself a goner.

Unfortunately—or fortunately, as was more likely the case—she had a job
to do. And she’d do it, too, no matter how much his blue eyes twinkled.

“Helen will figure the truth out eventually,” she said.

“I know.” He hunched his shoulders in an apology, but she wasn’t buying



it. Not when the gesture was accompanied by a sneaky glance at her from
under his lashes. “But would it be the worst thing in the world to play it out a
little? You’ll be here until New Year’s anyway, so it’s not like you’d have to
go out of your way to spend time with me. Plus, I can pretend you dumped
me over the holidays, which means I can hide behind a broken heart for at
least six months. I could eke it out a year if you really demolish it. Would
you be willing to cheat on me, do you think?”

She just stared at him.

“It’s too bad I don’t have any brothers, because then you could have an
affair with one of them. Or sisters, come to think of it. I suppose I could
always kill you off, but...”

“Ford, you wouldn’t!” Lila was unable to tell if it was laughter or anger that
caused the waver in her voice, but she was balancing precariously between
the two. “What about Emily?”

He blinked. “What about her?”

“Um...you don’t think it might affect her?”

“Not really, no. She’s a smart kid. She’ll understand—especially if it means
we can have a few free days in the meantime. Helen’s a nice woman, and she
does her best to try to understand Emily, but she always ends up making her
feel small.” He feigned a thoughtful look. “The poor child might object to
murdering you, though, so that endgame is out.”

“I’m not having an affair.”

“You’re an old-fashioned woman, I see. Loyal to the core. That must be
what I love about you.”

There were so many things wrong with this conversation, not the least of
which was the fact that they were holding it inside a child’s pink, fluff-filled
bedroom—his child’s pink, fluff-filled bedroom. “I hardly think we’ve
known each other long enough for you to start throwing around the 1-word,”
she said primly.

He laughed. “That shows what you know. All that stuff I told Helen out in



the yard was the truth. I was yours the moment I first saw you, ranting about
dental hygiene in a giant pink ball gown.”

She wouldn’t fall for it. She wouldn’t fall for him.

“If you knew anything about me, you wouldn’t call me old-fashioned,” she
said. “Monogamous, maybe, but not old-fashioned.”

The appreciative gleam deepened. “I like the sound of that. Elaborate, if
you please. Are we talking about your political views or your s-e-x-u-a-I
ones?”

It was ridiculous that a grown man spelling out the word sexual should
have so much power over her, but there it was. Had he just thrown the word
out there, trying to get under her skin with his teasing flirtation, she’d have
immediately stopped him in his tracks. But she doubted he was even aware
he did it. Spelling out naughty words, protecting his daughter even when she
was on the other side of the house, came as naturally to him as breathing.

“My views are none of your business,” she replied somewhat breathlessly.
“Use your imagination.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked. “My imagination can be
quite...fertile.”

Taking one step forward, he drew so close they were within kissing
distance. All Lila had to do was lift her chin up a few inches, and their lips
would be touching.

She didn’t do it, though. Neither did he. It was as good a reminder as any
that the game they were playing was just that—a game. His words, not hers.

“I’m not going to lie for you,” Lila said. A game had rules and boundaries
—two things she happened to excel at. “Just so you know. I can’t stop you
from telling those women anything you want, but if anyone asks me a direct
question, I’m going to answer it truthfully.”

He didn’t seem dismayed by this. “Noted,” he said with a nod. “Loyal,
monogamous, and honest. I clearly have great taste.”

“And I’d appreciate it if you kept things strictly professional between us.



As strange as it may seem to you, I’m here to do a job.”

“A great work ethic, too. My heart can’t take much more.”

She gave in to the urge to laugh and immediately wished she hadn’t.
Laughter carried with it a soft chuff of breath, which met his in a warm swirl
mere inches from her lips. It wasn’t a very big leap from mingled breath to
mingled mouths, to tongues entangled and—

“Ahem.”

Lila blinked, startled to still find herself in Emily’s bedroom—and to be
leaning this close to Ford. She didn’t dare move, though. To do so would be
to admit that she was aware of him, of how intimate the moment had become.
“Um. What?”

She felt rather than heard him chuckle. “I asked if I could make one last
request of you. I know I have no right to, not after everything you’re already
doing for me and Emily, but it’s not a big one, I promise.”

In that moment, with Ford’s long, lean body not quite touching her, her
knee-jerk reaction was to deny him anything and everything. She’d only been
here one day, and she was already throwing common sense out the window.

She, Lila Vasquez, famed for her level head and propriety.

She, Lila Vasquez, the fortress no man had yet penetrated. Psychologically
speaking, that was.

She, Lila Vasquez—

“Sure,” she said, unwilling to indulge in further remonstrance. What was
the point? She could make a fifty-page list of all the reasons she should run
screaming from this room, but lists hadn’t been doing her a whole lot of
favors lately. Sophie didn’t make lists. Dawn didn’t make lists. And look how
much better people liked them. “What do you want?”

“Oh, lots of things,” Ford said, his voice rumbling with laughter. “But for
now, I’m only hoping you’ll teach me how to braid Emily’s hair like that.”



Chapter 6

“Uh, Lila? Did you fall down a well or something?”

Lila slid into her favorite booth at her favorite restaurant, where she and her
sisters had dinner at least three times a week, with her head held high. “I’'m
fine, thank you.”

Dawn and Sophie shared what they thought was a secret look. It was a
thing they’d been doing for at least two decades, a sort of half side-eye that
didn’t require them to move their heads. As was usually the case, Lila did
them the honor of pretending not to notice. Their hearts—and their pride—
would break to know how obvious they were.

“Is it windy outside?” Sophie asked with another one of those looks at
Dawn.

“A little.” Lila hung her purse from the hook supplied under the table and
started arranging her silverware in front of her. “The weather report says we
should be getting a pretty big snowstorm later. Have you already ordered?”

It was too much to hope that her sisters would take the hint and find
something else—anything else—to discuss. Skipping the clandestine look
this time, Dawn nudged Sophie on the shoulder. “You ask her. She never
yells at you.”

“This is Lila we’re talking about. She never yells at anyone. She just uses
that icy voice and changes the subject.”

“My voice is not icy,” she protested. “And I can’t change a subject that
neither of you has the nerve to broach outright.”



“It’s just that we’ve never seen you look so...askew.”

Lila stifled a laugh. Askew was putting it mildly. That was a term used to
describe a slight upheaval, a delicate shift from the norm. Her hair looked as
though someone had dipped it in one of those cotton-candy machines and set
it on high.

“If you must know, I ended today’s training lesson with some client-
building rapport.” Lila hid her face behind a menu, even though she knew it
by heart. None of the Vasquez sisters were the least adept at cooking, which
meant they’d been coming to the Maple Street Grill for so many years that
she could have recited its offerings in her sleep. “I think I’'ll have the salmon
tonight. With a nice chardonnay.”

Her tactful attempt at retreat failed. Before she could feign an interest in the
wine list, Dawn plucked the menu out of Lila’s hand and sat on it. Sophie
waved away the waitress who was hovering nearby and leaned across the
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table, her chin propped on her hands. “Define ‘client-building rapport,’” she
ordered. “And don’t leave anything out. It must be good. I’ve never seen you
turn that shade of red before.”

“That’s because you haven’t seen Ford Ford,” Dawn said knowingly.

There was no mirror handy, but Lila was pretty sure her shade of red
deepened. “How do you know I wasn’t building rapport with Emily?”

“Because I’ve seen Ford Ford. Spill. Did he ravish you? I bet he did.”
Dawn sighed. “I haven’t been ravished in forever. I’'m starting to fear I've
forgotten how.”

Sophie, who was being ravished on the regular by her large, incredibly
rugged firefighter boyfriend, waved Dawn off. “You’ve had enough ravishing
to last a lifetime. It’s Lila’s turn now. Seriously, Lil—it does look as though
you spent the better part of the afternoon wrestling in the sheets. What
happened to that beautiful crown of braids you had this morning?”

Lila saw no other option than to tell them the truth. Mustering her most
respectable air, she said, “Mr. Ford asked me to teach him how to re-create



that particular style. Apparently, Emily is fond of elaborate braids.”

Neither the mister in front of Ford’s name nor the fact that she really had
used an icy voice this time caused either of her sisters to so much as blink.

“He braided your hair?”

“He touched your head?”

“He threaded his large, nimble fingers through your supple strands?”

“And more to the point, you let him?”

Lila was having a difficult time determining which of her sisters was worse,
but she was leaning toward Dawn and her supple strands.

“Emily wanted to watch, so it made more sense for me to be the model,”
she said crisply. Crisp was the only way she could speak for fear her voice
might crack otherwise. There was nothing extraordinary about building client
rapport—all three of them knew that and practiced it as much as possible.
When you spent six full weeks with someone, working days and nights,
learning the intricacies of their routines so you could fit a puppy in
seamlessly, there was a certain amount of intimacy involved.

There was, however, everything extraordinary about sitting at Ford’s fuzzy-
red-stockinged feet while he ran his fingers over her scalp. In Lila’s
experience, that level of intimacy existed somewhere been second and third
base, a shortstop detour before things started to get hot and heavy. Especially
since Dawn was right—Ford’s fingers had been both large and nimble. She
wasn’t a hundred percent sure what he did for a living, but she knew it
involved drawing of some sort. The strength of his of hands had proved it.
He’d twisted and turned and looped her hair with a kind of dexterity that
made her flustered to remember even now.

“I’d always considered myself something of a wizard at this,” he’d said,
laughing, after the first failed attempt. “I see now that I’ve met my master.
Do you mind if we try again?”

She had minded. She’d minded a lot.

But of course she couldn’t say so. It was out of the question to admit that



the sensation of his hands working through her long, thick hair led inexorably
to ideas about all the other things he might be capable of doing with them.
That would only give power to this idea that she was attracted to him, that the
same flirtatious routine he pulled on every woman under the age of fifty was
capable of knocking her knees together until they were nothing but gelatin.

“This is the third attempt, if it makes you feel any better,” Lila said. “You
should have seen what I looked like after the first one.”

Her sisters would have probably kept going in this vein, demanding
answers and details and in-depth descriptions of the calluses on every one of
Ford’s fingers, but they were interrupted by a flash of unmistakable blinding
white from the restaurant doors.

Well, it would be more accurate to say that they were interrupted by the
man attached to that preternatural flash, but the idea held fast. Lila’s heart,
however, did not. It plummeted to the pit of her stomach, holding her in
place.

“My, my, isn’t this a pleasant surprise.” The man approached their table
and bestowed his dazzling smile equally on all the Vasquez sisters. “It’s not
often that I'm lucky enough to find the three of you together. My ship must
have finally come in.”

Lila sat perfectly still, striving to think of a way to slide her entire body
under the table without anyone being the wiser. It wasn’t the most elegant
way to go about things, but her only other option was to fake a fire and run
screaming out the emergency exit doors.

She was debating the merits of just such an approach when a white knight
came to her rescue. Two of them, actually. Her sisters might be pushy and
interfering and giddily romantic, but they were also unquestionably on her
side.

“What do you want, Patrick?” Dawn asked without bothering to hide her
grimace.

His eyes opened in mild surprise. “To see your sister, of course. I happened



to be walking past and—"

Dawn had never been one to swallow lies. “Oh, please. You know we eat
here several times a week. What are the chances our waitress will confirm
that you’ve been by every day in hope of coincidentally running across us?”

“Intelligent as well as beautiful.” Patrick put his hand over his heart. “Why
did I ever think I stood a chance?”

“Because the only thing bigger than your pride is your ego.” Sophie
scooted to the far end of her booth seat to preclude him sitting down next to
her. “Can we help you with something?”

Love for her two siblings went a long way in lifting Lila’s spirits. Even
though they didn’t know all the details of her relationship with Patrick, they
were all too aware that things hadn’t ended well between them.

As if he, too, was remembering the discord of their last parting, Patrick
reached out and touched one of the locks of hair that had slipped out of
Ford’s inexpert braid.

“Hey, Lil,” he said, his voice low with familiarity. “I like this new look. It
suits you.”

No, it didn’t. She looked ridiculous, as her sisters had already pointed out,
but there hadn’t been time to fix it before she’d rushed over here to meet
them. Punctuality was more important than aesthetics, no matter how much it
pained her to present anything but her pristine best.

Ford had pointed it out, too, laughing apologetically as she’d beaten a hasty
retreat. “You came to us looking like a princess and are leaving looking like
something the puppy choked up,” he’d said, and then had smiled so warmly
that it had been impossible to take offense.

Besides, taking offense was right up there with admitting how much she’d
enjoyed the sensation of his fingers running through her hair. She felt nothing
for Ford except cool, professional disinterest, dammit, and no one could
accuse her otherwise.

Patrick Yarmouth, however...



“You could have just called like a normal human being,” she said. She
started to rise out of her seat, hoping to take this conversation outside, but it
didn’t work. Either because he assumed she was moving over to make way
for him or—even more likely—because he’d never been great at taking a
hint, he lowered himself onto the red vinyl seat next to her.

In addition to a dazzling smile, Patrick had a number of attributes that made
him look like a model in a toothpaste ad. Most of those attributes had to do
with his being shaped exactly like a square. His jaw was square, his eyes
were square, his shoulders were square, and even his hair, which gleamed a
burnished auburn under the lights of the restaurant, had a distinctly cube-like
shape. It wasn’t a bad thing, all those clean-cut angles and solid masculinity,
but Lila found that she preferred a sharply chiseled pair of cheekbones and a
touch of gray at the temples.

“Well, girls,” he drawled, emphasizing a term he knew Lila hated, “I hear
congratulations are in order.”

Lila knew better than to ask him to elaborate. So did Sophie and Dawn, but
of course that didn’t stop Patrick from barreling right ahead.

“A little birdie told me you’re making great progress on the Auditory Guild
contract,” he said. “Good for you. It’s just the thing to put Puppy Promise on
the map, and it couldn’t have happened to a better organization.”

To the untrained ear, Patrick sounded sincere. He looked sincere, too, what
with all those teeth flashing around the table. It was part of his charm, that
ability to distract and awe, a brilliantly plumed peacock performing his
mating dance to everyone close enough to revel in it.

Lila’s ear, however, was anything but untrained. Five months of dating this
man had taught her a thing or two about reading between the molars.

“Thanks, Patrick,” she said. And because she knew the lines by heart, she
added, “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

He turned to look at her, a queer light in his eyes. “You think so?”

She knew so. As much as it pained her to admit it—and the pain, it loomed



large—Patrick had been the one to introduce her to Anya in the first place.
He was also the one who’d encouraged them to donate a service animal,
who’d showed them the benefits of allying Puppy Promise with an
organization as large and influential as the Auditory Guild. As an
otolaryngologist, Patrick had plenty of clout in the hearing services field. As
an attractive man in his early forties—well educated, well spoken, and well-
to-do—he also had plenty of clout with Lila.

Or so she’d thought.

“You know how instrumental you were in getting us that contract,” Lila
said, since it was no more than the truth. “And if the only thing you’ve come
here to do is make me feel guilty about it, then you’re wasting your time. I
know how much we’re in your debt.”

Some of Patrick’s brilliant wattage dimmed. “I’m not here to make you feel
guilty, Lil. I only wanted to tell you that you have my full support.”

He said it the way he said most things—a magnanimous man making a
magnanimous gesture—causing all of her hackles to rise. But then he added,
“I’m also here to apologize.”

“Apologize?” All three Vasquez sisters turned his way with a shared look of
incredulity.

He chuckled, though his attention remained riveted on Lila. “I know. It
shocked me, too. But I’'m man enough to admit when I’'m wrong, and I was
wrong about you. I’m sorry, Lila.”

Lila couldn’t have felt more dazed if the chef had come by and knocked her
across the head with a cast-iron frying pan. Once upon a time, in the manner
of all fairy tales, she’d thought her happily ever after was within reach. For
four months and thirty days, she and Patrick had been an unstoppable force,
sharing long philosophical discussions over eggs Benedict. They’d done all
the things respectable couples were supposed to do: brunches and lunches
and working side by side to complete the Sunday Times crossword puzzle
every week.



And they’d done it, too—that was the thing that bothered her the most. Lila
had been doing that blasted crossword puzzle for the majority of her adult
life, but she’d never managed to finish Sunday’s by herself. But Patrick and
his esoteric knowledge of historic military campaigns and Latin root words
had done the trick. What she couldn’t figure out on her own, he’d supplied
with that beaming smile and some hastily scrawled penmanship. Honestly, it
was enough to drive a woman out of her mind with desire.

It had been enough to push Lila that direction, anyway.

Until, of course, the fourth month and thirty-first day. That was when he’d
pulled the plug without a hint of warning. That was when he’d blamed her for
driving him to it.

Because she was too perfect. Too demanding. Too reserved. Too cold.

In other words, she was a lizard person. Cut her up and measure her out,
and she’d be the perfect handbag—with or without the matching shoes.

“You’re sorry?” she echoed, blinking at him.

“Yes.” His hand shot out and covered hers, his grip heavy. “I only meant
the best when I warned Anya that you weren’t ideally suited to working with
kids.”

“Oh, hell no—" Dawn made a motion to get up out of her seat, but Lila
stilled her with one raised, shaking hand. It suddenly seemed very important
that Patrick be allowed to finish.

He continued, unabated and unabashed. “Of course, that was before I heard
about the way you wooed Emily Ford by dressing up as a princess.”

Lila didn’t bother correcting him. At this point, she was almost willing to
pretend that had been her intention all along, provided everyone stopped
talking about it. Instead, she took a moment to gather her thoughts. She knew
that was one of the things Patrick disliked about her—the way she was slow
to speak and careful to act—but it was better than releasing the hysteria
building up in her chest.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she eventually said. “You told Anya Askari



that I shouldn’t be around children?”

He winced apologetically. “Not in so many words, no. But the subject of
service dogs came up when we were discussing Emily’s case a few weeks
ago, and I felt it prudent to mention that you aren’t exactly an...affectionate
woman.”

Lila’s hand clenched under his as Anya’s words rang loud in her ears. I did
have my doubts about you, especially after meeting with Emily’s medical
team. The truth is, I was rather hoping you’d have Sophie or Dawn handle
the juvenile cases.

“That was you? You’re on Emily’s medical team? You’re one of her
doctors?” The full weight of his confession sank in. “You tried to get this job
taken away from me?”

“Come on, Lil,” he said softly. “It’s not like you can deny it. All that warm,
fuzzy stuff is hardly your style.”

Unlike the last time he’d leveled that insult at her, he spoke without malice
or rancor, his smile striking that perfect balance between condescension and
kindness. Seeing it—how calm he was, how sincere—Lila felt as though
she’d been sucker punched from inside her rib cage.

Technically, everything he said was true. She wasn’t warm or fuzzy. She
wasn’t the soft, maternal type. She was the last woman anyone would turn to
for a comforting embrace.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t have feelings. It didn’t mean she couldn’t
love.

Her sisters must have realized how close she was to losing it, because they
intervened before she could make the mistake of saying any of this out loud.

“Oh, would you look at the time?” Sophie said with an obvious look at her
wrist. “If we don’t hurry, we’re going to be late.” As she wasn’t wearing a
watch, not even Patrick Yarmouth at his most obtuse could fail to pick up the
meaning.

“So late, so late, for a terribly important date,” Dawn added. The rhyme



was playful, but her voice was not. “We won’t keep you any longer, Patrick.
Thanks ever so much for stopping by.”

Patrick opened his mouth as if to argue but wisely closed it again. No man
on earth was strong enough to fight that pair when they went into full
protective mode. Lila watched, somewhat dazed, as her sisters slid out of the
booth and strong-armed Patrick to his feet. She knew she should say
something—apologize back to him or fly up in her own defense or even ask
never to see his face again, thank you very much—but she was having a
difficult time processing it all.

In the end, the only words she could muster were ones she had to borrow
from someone else. “Wait, Patrick. Before you go...”

Her sisters each had one of Patrick’s arms in their own as they propelled
him toward the door. At the sound of her voice, all three of them halted and
looked back.

“I just want to know one thing. Do you gargle with bleach, or do you use
that new charcoal toothpaste everyone is going on about?”

Patrick’s heavy—and square—eyebrows snapped together. “What?”

“Your teeth,” she said and made a gesture in the general direction of his
mouth. “A friend of mine wants to know. What do you do to make them so
bright?”

“You can’t gargle with bleach, Lila,” he said in his best doctor voice. “The
soft tissue damage alone would be unthinkable.”

He sounded so earnest, so concerned about the state of her oral health, that
Lila actually found it in her to laugh. It sounded brittle and felt tight, but it
was a laugh all the same. Sheesh. She might be not be warm and fuzzy, but at
least she knew a joke when she heard one.

“I’ll keep everything you say in mind, Dr. Yarmouth,” she said and ignored
the clenching in her chest. Some of the things he’d said had been real
doozies. “As always, your wisdom knows no bounds.”



Chapter 7

Lila strolled through the front door at exactly eight o’clock in the morning,
her arms laden with bags of all shapes and sizes. “We’ll start with tea, I
think,” she said as she set them down.

“Good morning to you, too.” Ford rubbed his eyes, wishing he had a
fraction of her energy. Jeeves might not actually howl at night, but there was
no denying that the advent of the puppy into his household was seriously
disrupting his regular sleep cycle. “I was planning on starting with a fifth of
bourbon, but to each his own.”

Lila stared at him for only a second before accepting this remark. “As long
as you drink it from a teacup, I don’t care what vices you indulge in. Where’s
Emily?”

Ford found it difficult to reply to the question. Not because he was
exhausted, although he was. And not because indulging in various vices with
Lila Vasquez was exactly how he’d like to start his day, either. No, it was
because Lila was shrugging herself out of her wool coat and hanging it
carefully on the coatrack by the door.

Against all reason and weather reports, which promised yet another
snowstorm before nightfall, she seemed to be wearing a bright yellow
sundress. It fit tightly across the bodice, suspended by two of the flimsiest
straps he’d ever seen, and flared improbably wide at the skirt. It took him a
few slow, careful blinks before he realized that there were some kind of
ruffled petticoats puffing the dress up to reveal much more of Lila’s long,



sleek legs than he ever thought to see in his lifetime. To top it all off, her hair
was pulled back in yet another twist and coil of braids, this time offset with a
crown of flowers woven into the strands.

“Um, did I miss the invitation to the local Renaissance fair?” Ford asked. “I
wish you’d said something earlier. I have an elven sword I’'m always looking
for an excuse to roll out.”

Lila ignored him with her usual bland efficiency. “Is Emily still sleeping?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she smoothed her skirts and looked
about the room, her eyes narrowed as she appraised its contents. “That’s
good. It’ll give me a chance to set everything up.”

“Actually, she’s been up since about four o’clock this morning. She and
Jeeves have been working out the intricacies of all the different rooster crows
at Grandma Louise’s house.” That finally got Lila’s attention. She swiveled
toward him, her lips slightly parted. “I’m not sure how accurate the training
has been, but you’ll be pleased to know that the pair of them seem to have the
volume part down just fine.”

“Oh, Ford.” Lila’s hands flew to her mouth, but not before her smoky laugh
managed to escape. If he’d thought the power of that laugh while she was
dressed in a boxy beige suit was bad, it was nothing compared to the effect it
was having on him now. “Did you get any sleep at all last night?”

“Not really, no,” he admitted, but stopped himself from making the mistake
of telling her that it was a low-voiced dog trainer who had been responsible
for most of his restlessness. “But I used my time wisely, if that makes you
feel better. I watched no fewer than twenty-seven YouTube videos on how to
make the perfect princess braid. I'm thinking of opening a shop. Can I poke
around in yours?”

Her hands moved to her head, curling protectively around the flowers. “No,
you can’t poke—” As if remembering something, she snapped her mouth
shut and drew a deep breath before starting again, this time with painstaking
formality. “Of course, Mr. Ford. Anything you’d like.”



He made a gentle tsking sound, his tone matching her own. “You might
want to be careful with those kinds of promises, Ms. Vasquez.”

Her mouth formed a prim line. “If it will help Emily and Jeeves with their
training, then you can do whatever you want to my hair.”

“Whatever I want? You obviously underestimate my ingenuity.”

“Oh, I rate your ingenuity just fine. Your sincerity, however, is highly
suspect.”

He chuckled. Lila obviously still took him for some kind of loose screw,
incapable of uttering a truthful word. If she had any idea how much he meant
what he said—of how much he longed to unwind her braids and bury himself
in her hair, her scent, her body...well. Maybe it was a good thing, after all.
There was such a thing as coming on too strong.

“Since you haven’t dressed yet, can I suggest you put on something a little
more formal than usual?” she said. “A bow tie, if you have it. Otherwise, a
nice shirt and slacks will do the trick.”

“A bow tie?” he echoed. He cast a look down at himself, aware that today,
as yesterday, he was sadly unprepared for the arrival of a gorgeous, well-put-
together woman in his home. He had on the same worn-out pajama pants
from the day before, his torso bare and his feet in a pair of the fuzzy socks
Emily proudly bestowed on him for every holiday.

He wasn’t always such a sad sack of a man, and could, if given enough
warning, put together an altogether presentable appearance. But he had a
puppy, dammit. And a kid. And a bed that, no matter how many times he
tossed and turned and thumped the pillows, never got close to the comfort
he’d felt at having Lila seated at his knee while she talked him through the
steps of braiding her hair.

“A bow tie is out of the question, I’'m afraid,” he admitted. “The tuxedo,
too. I probably should have warned you that it was a rental. Owning one is a
bit beyond my reach.”

“No bow tie?”



He shook his head.

“No tuxedo?”

He spread his hands in a gesture of futility. Although he knew Lila didn’t
take him the least bit seriously, he was grateful for the opportunity to clear
the air. She already knew, on some level, that his financial situation was
precarious enough that it didn’t allow him to purchase a service dog without
the help of the Auditory Guild. If that hadn’t convinced her that he was a man
of simple means, then one look at his house and the trusty—and now pee-
soaked—minivan would have given her a clue. Single parenthood and hefty
medical bills were no joke in this neighborhood.

It was a sobering thing, admitting his penury out loud. Or rather, it was
until Lila spoke again.

“Yet you have an elven sword at the ready?”

His crack of laughter brought Jeeves trotting into the living room, Emily
not far in his wake.

“What is it, Daddy?” Emily asked, her eyes wide with curiosity. They
remained that way until she saw Lila standing there with her hands on her
hips, betraying by not so much as a flash of that dimple that she’d bested him
at his own game. “Oh, it’s Princess Lila. She’s making you laugh this time.”

“Yes, moppet,” he said as he dropped a kiss on his daughter’s hairline.
Once again, that sapient, all-seeing child had managed to sum up the situation
in a few disconcerting seconds. “I imagine Princess Lila is always making the
young, unmarried gentlemen laugh.”

At that, a look of pain swept across Lila’s dark gaze. It was a brief flicker
and nothing more, gone so fast he might have missed it. But he hadn’t missed
it, and he didn’t care for the way it snagged and caught in his chest.

Before he could do any probing into its cause, however, Lila turned to
Emily. She waited until she had Emily’s full attention before speaking, but it
was obvious she had something serious to impart. “We’re going to have a
very important tea party today, so I need you to go to your room and put on



your prettiest dress,” she said.

“A tea party?” Emily breathed. “For real?”

“For absolute real,” Lila replied. “I brought an obscene number of cakes
and cookies with me, so I hope you’re hungry. And, um, that your dad
doesn’t mind if I pump you full of sugar first thing in the morning.”

“Why not? I can always sleep when I’'m dead.”

“There are treats for Jeeves, too,” Lila said with a casual disregard for
Ford’s state of well-being.

At the sound of his name, the cockapoo’s ears perked. He was a restful little
creature almost all of the time, patient in ways that seemed unnatural to Ford,
but he was never quite able to subdue his ears. They drooped when he was
sad, twitched when he was playful, and flopped the rest of the time.

Emily clasped her hands in front of her. “And it’s all for me? Just for me?”

“Well, you’re the guest of honor,” Lila said with a nod, “but I've invited a
few others to join us.”

Just like that, a shutter came down over Emily’s eyes. “What kind of
others?”

Abort. Change course. Back oh-so-slowly away.

It was sound advice. He’d tried throwing parties for Emily in the past—
birthday parties and summer parties and, yes, even tea parties—but they
rarely ended well. Each time, the RSVPs flew in and lifted Ford’s hopes
accordingly. They rarely stayed that way for long. It only took a few arrivals
and even fewer minutes to realize that the children were there under strong
parental compulsion. When she was younger, Emily hadn’t noticed as much,
but school had taught her a lot more than the basics of the alphabet. Social
training started early these days.

But in this, as in all things, he’d underestimated Lila.

“I can’t tell you, I’m afraid. It would jeopardize their safety.”

Although Emily’s thumb was still snaking a treacherous path toward her
mouth, she allowed herself to be distracted. “Whose safety?”



Lila cast a careful look around the living room as if expecting villains to
emerge from the dusty corners. “I can’t say more without risking everything.
But you should definitely put something fancy on. They’ll be expecting it.”

There was nothing more for her to say. Emily took Lila at her somber, regal
word, her eyes wide with the importance of the task laid before her. Without
another word of protest—and with her thumb now firmly at her side—Emily
lifted her chin and went to her room.

Jeeves followed, of course, but not before he lifted his ears in an almost
exact imitation of the tilt of Emily’s head.

“Um, I hate to critique a plan you’ve clearly put some thought into, but
nothing short of the Queen of England on that doorstep will do now,” Ford
said. “You realize that, right?”

“You really don’t have anything nicer than pajama pants?” she asked by
way of answer. Her eyes flicked over his bare torso. “Not even a matching
shirt?”

He might have felt embarrassed to be caught in such a state of bare-chested
déshabillé if not for the way her gaze lingered a shade too long. It was the
same way his own eyes kept trailing back to the tight bodice of her dress,
enjoying the way each breath swelled both fabric and skin.

“Alas, my wardrobe is the product of my existence,” he said. “There’s no
need for finery when I rarely leave the house.”

“Surely you must go out sometimes,” she persisted. “What do you wear on
dates?”

“Nothing.”

A flush of color washed over her, by now a familiar sight. Ford was coming
to realize that it was the only sign Lila ever gave that she was the least bit
flustered. She held herself prim and polite in almost all situations, but not
even she could control the movement of blood through her veins.

“I don’t go on dates, that is,” he supplied with a grin. “I’m not in the habit
of sauntering around in the nude.”



“You could have fooled me.”

That response, almost as much as the blush, told Ford that she wasn’t as
indifferent as she wanted him to think. It was a much-needed boost to his
ego, which had been showing signs of deflation lately. Back in the day, he’d
been just as vain as the next relatively good-looking young man with the
whole world before him, and he’d done what he could with it.

Unfortunately, it was difficult to puff up with self-importance while doing
things like making peanut-butter sandwiches and buying toilet paper in bulk.
And, if the email that had crossed his desk last night was any indication,
when there was a good chance his employer was no longer going to offer
flexible options in working from home.

Hello, Lila. I’'m borderline unemployed and unable to cough up a tuxedo to
wear to my daughter’s tea party. There’s dog hair on my pants, and I may or
may not have remembered to brush my teeth this morning. Have I swept you
off your feet yet?

Yeah, his game was definitely lacking these days. If he had to resort to
flexing what few muscles he had to get this woman’s attention, then he’d do
it. Pride, like suavity, was one of those things he’d long since disposed of.

“Your notes told me to turn the temperature up in the house,” he pointed
out. “To help Jeeves acclimate. It’s not my fault I had to strip down. I'm very
sensitive to the heat.”

Lila lifted her chin, her tone just as lofty as her posture. “What you wear in
your own house is of no concern to me.” Then, bringing her chin down a
fraction, “And what do you mean, you don’t go on dates?”

“Exactly that. Dinner, movies, making out in the back seat of my sweet
minivan—it’s all off the table. I haven’t been on a date since, oh, let’s see...”

He let his voice trail off and tapped his chin as if thinking. In truth, there
was no need for him to hesitate. He could have rattled off the exact day and
time of his last date. It had involved a very pregnant wife, a bucket of fried
chicken, and a blood oath that under no circumstances would he forget that



she wanted every painkiller made available to women pushing human beings
out of their bodies.

It had been a good date, all things considered. He liked fried chicken.

“Since just before Emily was born,” he eventually said.

Lila stared at him. There was no malice in that stare, but there was plenty of
incredulity.

“I’ve been busy,” he protested. “And you saw what happened with Helen.
Can you imagine what would happen if I took anyone out, even for a casual
meal?”

“No dates at all?”

“Nary a one.”

“Not even for coffee?”

“Not even for one of those chocolate-covered espresso beans.”

Lila swept another one of those appraising gazes over him, this time not
lingering on his exposed parts so much as absorbing the whole. He did his
best to appear disinterested, but he feared he might have puffed his chest out
a little.

“If it makes you feel any better, I do sometimes buy myself roses on
Valentine’s Day,” he said. “But I usually wait until the day after so I can get
half off. The nice perk about doing this sort of thing alone is that no one cares
if the flowers are a little wilted.”

Ford had no idea what caused Lila’s eyes to widen and her color to pick up
even more, but one thing he knew for sure—this wasn’t the good kind of
blushing. A low humming sound built up in the back of her throat, and she
extended a hand toward him before allowing it to fall again.

“Oh, s-h-i-t,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Ford. I wasn’t thinking.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her, struggling to suppress a smile as she spelled
out the obscenity. It had taken him three years and a lot of slipups to get the
habit down. Lila was a fast learner. “What did you just say?”

“It didn’t even occur to me to ask about Emily’s mother.” Her color picked



up even more. Another minute or two of this, and she was going to be as
bright as the flowers in her hair. “Or maybe you don’t want me to ask. That’s
okay, too. It’s none of my business. Forget I said anything.”

A fair request, especially considering that she’d grabbed the wrong end of
the stick with both hands, but Ford couldn’t help himself. He rarely could.

“Alas, my heart is frozen,” he said with a palm held to his chest. “So are the
rest of my parts. I only need the right woman to bring them back to life
again.”

“Well. Um.” Her gaze fixed somewhere above his right shoulder. He was
pretty sure the only thing back there was a sketch he’d made of Emily when
she was a toddler, but it appeared to absorb Lila’s whole interest. “I’'m sure
you’ll find her someday.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her that he’d already found her. She
was the smart, fierce, levelheaded brunette standing in his living room
incongruously wearing a puffy princess dress, planning tea parties with
mystery guests, and blushing like a virgin bride.

But of course he didn’t. That wasn’t the Ford Ford way. Women like Lila
Vasquez didn’t look at him and expect earnest declarations of affection. He
was good for a flirtation, ideal for a laugh. He used to be decent in the sack,
too, but he doubted he’d be up to anyone’s standards these days.

Least of all a woman like her.

“It’s just me, all alone in my castle,” he said with a mournful note that
wasn’t entirely faked.

“You have Emily.”

“There’s no one to hold me at night.”

“I’ve always found I get better sleep that way.”

He ignored the remark, which was offered with a growing note of
skepticism. “No one to kiss. No one to cuddle.” He caught Lila’s eye. “No
one to f-u-c-k.”

“Ford!” Lila reared up to her full height, but not wholly with indignation.



There was laughter in that gaze; he was sure of it.

“What?” he asked with bland innocence. “You started spelling things out
first.”

“Yes, but only because I thought you were mourning the loss of your wife.”

“Oh, I make it a point never to mourn Janine,” he said. “She ran off to the
North Pole to escape me. I know when to take a hint.”

“The North Pole?” Lila echoed blankly. “You mean—"

“That I’'m not pining for the lost love of my life?” He gave in to the urge to
grin this time, but only because Lila was developing another one of those
deep blushes. “No, I’'m not. Or, rather, I wasn’t until a few days ago. Now it’s
nothing but gnashing teeth and painful longing everywhere I turn.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“Are you, Lila?” He drew closer, unable to keep his distance any longer.
She might be able to pretend to ignore the pull of attraction between them,
but he didn’t have a fraction of her strength. “Are you absolutely sure?”

“You’re being highly i-n-a-p-p-r-o-p-r-i-a-t-e right now,” she said. Her
whole body was stiff, but she didn’t back away. If anything, she leaned
closer, drawn inexorably toward him, too.

“That one’s probably safe enough to say out loud. What would really be
inappropriate, however, is if I were to tell you just how much I’d like to kiss
you. Or cuddle you. Or, if you’re up for it, to f-u—"

She leaped forward with a suddenness that made him hope, for a fraction of
a second, that she was going to stop his words with a kiss. She didn’t, opting
instead to press her palm over his mouth. As this required her to stand so
close that her breasts jutted against his chest, her face mere inches from his, it
seemed like the next best thing.

“Your daughter is right down the hall,” she hissed.

Yes, and most likely pulling every dress she owned out of the closet to
weigh the pros and cons of each one. Until one of them went in there and
demanded that she make a decision or risk missing out on the tea party



altogether, there would be no parting her from the exigencies of her
wardrobe. Lila’s hand was still over his mouth, however, so he couldn’t offer
her any of these assurances.

“You’re incorrigible. Honestly, if you can’t learn to control yourself, I’'m
going to have to...” Lila’s voice trailed off, her brow furrowed as she sought
an ideal torture. Since there was little she could to do hurt him, short of
handing the training over to one of her sisters and escaping from his life
forever, he wasn’t too alarmed.

He was, however, highly intrigued when a look of cunning took over. It
was evident in the slight narrowing of her eyes, the irrepressible dimple
forming at the corner of her mouth.

“You know what?” she said as she dropped her hand from his mouth. “I
think you might be on to something.”

“I am?” he asked before correcting himself with a cough. “I mean, I am. Of
course. Always on top of things, that’s the Ford Ford way. And by on top, I
mean—"

“I know what you mean. I’m not an idiot. You mean your body moving
over mine. You mean the two of us entangled in your sheets.” Her laughter
this time was gentle but somehow all the more powerful because of it. No
low-throated laugh, this. It was an intimate sound, a private one. One he
could feel rumbling through his entire body. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

“Do...what?”

“It,” she said. “The horizontal mambo. The slap and tickle. The rusty
moose.”

He was fully on board with her suggestions until she reached the last one.
Subduing a sudden choke of laughter, he asked, “The rusty moose? That’s
not a real thing.”

“Sure it is.” She blinked up at him. Although he suspected she was only
toying with him, calling his bluff in hopes of scaring him away, she said this
part with perfect solemnity. “Anything can be a euphemism for s-e-x if you



say it right.”

“Um, I don’t think so. There are some pretty freaky words out there.”

She trailed her fingers up the line of his bare arm. Even though he knew she
didn’t mean it, he couldn’t help but respond. God, it felt good to do this again
—to flirt in earnest, to banter with a woman in hopes that it would lead to
something more, instead of just using it as a shield.

“Come on, Ford,” she murmured softly. “Wouldn’t you like to give me a
taste of the ol’ rusty moose?”

Yes. She was obviously onto something here. He’d give her a rusty
anything if she kept looking at him like that.

“Or maybe we could slip outside for some pickle juice,” she cooed.

Absolutely. Pickle juice. Pickle juice sounded amazing.

Those trailing fingers moved to his chest, where her palm lay flat against
the rapidly increasing thump-thump of his chest. “Oh, Ford, I love it when
you climb the broken ladder.”

He should put a stop to this, he knew. There were too many phrases in the
English language for her to throw out in that sultry voice of hers, too many
ways for her to ruin inanimate objects for him forever.

“The hairy knuckle,” she whispered, allowing a soft sound to escape her
throat. “A lipstick smear. Tater tots.”

“No, Lila,” he said with a groan. Was it his imagination, or was the room
starting to grow blurry around the edges? “Not tater tots.”

“Ta-ter. Tots.” She was careful to enunciate each syllable, her lips
exaggerating the shape of the word. “Hot, salty wedges of potato.”

Okay, he took it back. He took it all back. Where this woman and that voice
were concerned, anything could be a euphemism for sex. In fact, if he didn’t
do something about it, everything would be a euphemism for sex.

“Well?” she asked, still arch. Her hand remained on his chest, her lips
parted as they reached up toward his. “What about it?”

“What about what?” he asked. At least, he thought he asked it. His mouth



was so dry, all his blood coursing southward, that he wasn’t entirely sure he
was still breathing.

“You and me, of course. Kissing. Cuddling. F-u-c-k-i-n-g.”

Her mouth was so close that he could almost taste her. He knew exactly
what he’d find if he gave in to the urge. The light mint of her toothpaste, the
soft pink gloss that gave her lips a delicate sheen, the warmth of her mouth
giving way underneath his... It was almost more than a man could be
expected to bear.

But bear it he did. He was already so far out of his depth with this woman,
so much at a loss every time she walked in the door. He’d prove to her that he
was more than just the neighborhood flirt—that he could, when it mattered,
control himself.

He could.

“What’s the matter, Ford?” she asked archly. “Having a change of heart?”

Nope. Not even a little bit. If it weren’t for his daughter in the next room, if
he wasn’t so determined to show Lila that he was capable of restraint, this
woman would see firsthand how he intended to repay her for defiling tater
tots forever.

Her scent drew him even closer, swirling his head and making him forget
that he was standing in his living room in his pajamas. There were just two
people, standing face-to-face, attraction pulsating between them.

Fortunately—or not—a blast of cold air from a poorly sealed doorframe
jerked him back to a realization of his surroundings. It also stopped him
before he made the mistake of cupping the back of her neck and pulling her
in for a slow, deep kiss.

Lila misinterpreted his move, a wry smile twisting her lips.

“See?” she said, looking much more in command of herself than he felt.
“You don’t really want me. You just can’t help yourself. I’'m female, I have a
functioning nervous system, and I’'m not as old as either Emily’s
grandmother or her principal. I don’t think you know how to act any other



way. Can we move on now?”

“That’s not it—" he began, his arm shooting out to catch her about the
waist. He might have managed it, too, but she stepped out of his reach, her
professional mien back in place.

“It should take me about half an hour to get the tea party set up, which will
give you time to shower and dress. The first guest will be arriving around ten,
so we want to make sure Jeeves is ready before that.”

“Jeeves?” The blood hadn’t returned fully to Ford’s brain yet, his pulse still
thumping madly to keep up, which made it difficult for him to follow along.
“What about Jeeves?”

She waved a hand around the living room, not stopping until she reached
the pile of her bags. “Puppy training? Doorbells? The whole reason I’'m
here?”

“Oh. Right. That.” Understanding finally took hold, and with it, any chance
Ford had of making it out of this thing with his heart intact. He stared at her.
“Wait. Is that why you’re setting up this whole thing? The dress, the cookies,
the secret guests—it’s to practice having people at the door without upsetting
Emily?”

“I thought it might be fun.” The blush crept back over her face. “I’m not
experienced with kids, I know, and I’m not a particularly...warm woman, but
the one advantage I do have in this world is my sisters. They’ll make up for
anything I’m lacking, I promise. Just give me a chance.”

This last part was offered in a whoosh of entreaty, as if Lila was making a
deep, dark confession about a crime she’d once committed. Or, at the very
least, an admission about what she proposed to do with those tater tots.

“Are you kidding?” he asked, blinking down at her. “You’re fantastic with
Emily.”

Her cheeks were still suffused with color, her discomfort clear, but he
couldn’t understand why. True, she treated Emily more like an adult than a
child, but that was part of what made her—what made all of this—so



incredible. Lila didn’t pander to his daughter, didn’t belittle her by assuming
she wasn’t capable of doing anything she set her mind to.

“That’s nice of you to say, but—"

“But nothing.” He spoke more forcefully than he intended. Lila’s eyes
widened, and her hand halted in midair, but she didn’t move. He didn’t want
to draw close again—there was still too much energy thrumming between
them to make that a wise choice—but he did soften his voice as he added,
“Your sisters are always welcome here, of course, but Emily and I don’t need
them. Not when we have you.”

Lila opened her mouth and closed it again, teetering on the edge of
response. Ford held himself perfectly still in hope that she’d decide to share
whatever was on her mind, but to no avail.

“You’re only saying that because you haven’t seen them at work before,”
she said with an airiness that didn’t match her eyes. “Believe me when I say
that a tea party with my sisters is something neither you nor Emily will soon
forget.”

“Ho. Ly. Crap.”

Lila didn’t turn from her position at the kitchen counter, where she stood
chopping up strawberries in a belated attempt to not go down in history as the
dog trainer who sent a child into sugar shock.

“Ho. Ly. C—”

“Soph, you know they can probably hear you, right?”

Her sister snaked a pair of arms around Lila’s waist and bestowed a kiss on
her cheek. The gesture was an affectionate one, but it was also calculated to
place Sophie’s mouth right next to Lila’s ear. Quieter this time, but still with
that breathy squeal underscoring her voice, she said, “Ho. Ly. Crap.”

Lila sighed. There was no way she was going to be able to live this one
down now. Her sisters had seen Ford Ford in a tight, blue button-down shirt.



They’d watched him hitch his even tighter slacks as he poured his daughter
tea and discussed the merits of tulle versus satin for daywear. They’d been
the recipients of his heavy-handed flirtation and long, fluttering eyelashes.

Life, as she knew it, was over.

“I love him. I want to marry him. I want to bear eighteen of his children and
grow old watching him drink tea with every last one of them.”

Lila was forced into a chuckle. “I think your bodyguard out there might
have something to say about that.”

“Who? Harrison?” Sophie waved off the love of her life with a laugh. “I’'m
sure he won’t mind. From the look of it, he’s halfway in love himself.”

Lila peeked behind her, even though there was no need. She’d committed
the tableau to memory—in fact, she doubted she’d ever be able to get it out
of her head after this. Harrison, Sophie’s oversize fireman boyfriend, was
dressed all in black and standing intimidatingly by the door. He refused by so
much as a smile to show that he was enjoying himself in his self-imposed
role as bodyguard to the Vasquez royal line, but he obviously was. He’d even
demanded that Bubbles, his service Pomeranian, be given a share of the tea.

Her sisters had gone all out, too. Sophie wore a crown on her head and
ruby-red slippers on her feet. Dawn was in the lime-green bridesmaid dress
for reasons that Lila was sure were meant to cause her acute embarrassment.

And in the middle of them all sat Emily. As soon as she’d realized that her
guests were ringing the doorbell one by one, each arrival timed to give Jeeves
a chance to go through the training steps necessary for door alerts, she’d
thrown herself wholeheartedly into her role as hostess/dog trainer.

In other words, Lila’s plan had been a success. She was getting through to
the client, training a puppy, doing the work that needed to be done. And if
she just happened to be the least fluffy woman in the room while it
happened?

Well, so be it. Someone had to cut the strawberries and make sure the
training stayed on track.



“Dawn wasn’t kidding,” Sophie added with a not-so-discreet look over her
own shoulder. “That man is next-level kinds of gorgeous. And funny, too.
How is he still single?”

“From what I understand of the matter, it’s by choice. He has plenty of
opportunity, but he isn’t interested in most of the women he meets.” Lila
spoke with what she hoped was quelling sternness.

It wasn’t.

“Oh, so he’s exactly like you.”

Lila turned to face her sister, still with the knife in one hand. She probably
looked deranged, holding out a weapon with strawberry-stained hands, but
that seemed about right. She felt deranged. At some point in the last week,
her life had gone from a quietly predictable routine of her own making to
complete and utter chaos.

And like the quietly predictable woman she was, she seemed to be the only
one who noticed it. Everyone else was out there having the time of their lives.

“He’s not the least bit like me. He’s just dedicated to his daughter, that’s
all. He has enough going on in his life. He doesn’t have time to bother with
romance.”

“Bullshit,” Sophie said cheerfully. Without the least qualm, she plucked the
knife out of Lila’s hand and took over the fruit-cutting task. “She’s a cute kid,
I’'ll give you that, but no thirtysomething man who looks like that one is
going to take a vow of celibacy unless he has a good reason. Longing for the
wife, maybe?”

“No, I don’t think it’s that. He was able to crack jokes about her living at
the North Pole, so I think they must have parted on amicable terms.”

Sophie’s brow lifted in a perfect arch. “So you have talked about it?”

Dammit. Lila could have kicked herself for being so obvious. For an ice
princess, she was doing a terrible job of hiding herself away. “It came up in
the regular course of conversation, that’s all.”

“Sure it did. I mean, I usually wait until the second week of training until I



plumb the depths of my clients’ previous relationships, but you’ve always
been much more efficient than me.”

“It’s the truth!” Lila dumped the fruit onto a platter and did her best to hide
her suddenly flaming face. Okay, so her interactions with Ford had a
tendency to strain the bounds of propriety, but it wasn’t as if she had any
other choice. Dealing with a man like that one required all the ingenuity she
had. He crushed formality with his ready smile and put her into a flutter with
no more than a word. In fact, the only thing that seemed to work at all was
treating him to the same cavalier flirtation he was inclined to show her.

And, you know, every other woman he met.

Lila had just wiped her hands on her apron when the doorbell sounded once
again. It alarmed no one except her. Although the steady stream of guests to
the door was the whole point of this exercise, she hadn’t invited anyone else
to attend.

Jeeves performed his part to perfection as everyone went about the normal
business of enjoying high tea. As soon as he heard the sound of an arrival, his
curly black ears pricked up and his little body went rigid, just like a butler
preparing to answer the door. Since he was never far from Emily, he was able
to dash to her side and press his nose against her hand in a matter of seconds.
Emily performed her part, too, looking to her father for permission before
following Jeeves to the door.

“More company?” she squealed, remembering to thank Jeeves for his good
work before using both hands to turn the knob. “Hello, and welcome to my

»

Her voice cut out the moment the door swung open to reveal the newest
addition to the party. “Hello, Em-ee-lee!” Helen spoke in an overly loud,
overenunciated voice. “How nice to see you again. And looking so grown up
in that dress. I hope I’'m not interrupting.”

Only Lila was looking at Ford as his neighbor descended upon them, so
only Lila noticed the flicker of weary resignation that crossed his expression



before being replaced with a beaming smile. It was as good an indication as
any that the face he showed to the world wasn’t representative of his true
feelings.

He was a nice man, obviously, and cared enough not to let anyone see just
how wearisome he found their company, but it would serve her well to
remember it. A smile doesn’t mean he likes you. A laugh doesn’t mean he
cares.

“Oh,” Emily said, her shoulders falling. “It’s Ms. Helen.”

Ford did a much better job of greeting the newcomer. “Hey, Helen. You’re
just in time. We’re about to start spinning plates to work off all this sugar.
Apparently, Princess Dawn here is something of an expert.”

Princess Dawn dipped into an elegant curtsy. “I spent six months traveling
with a circus once. You should see what I can do with flaming swords.” She
paused and frowned. “Actually, you shouldn’t. I’m a little out of practice.
There’s a good chance I’d light the curtains on fire.”

Once again, it spoke volumes about Helen’s personality that none of these
greetings—not the dismay on Emily’s face or the flaming circus stories,
which had the misfortune of being true—caused her the slightest hesitation.
“Oh, really? You should come practice at my house. All my belongings are
made of fireproof materials. Boys, you know.”

None of the Vasquez sisters did know, since they’d grown up in a brother-
free zone, but Lila could appreciate the wisdom of such a precaution.

“Anyway, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Helen held out a small white
envelope. “I only wanted to drop this off for Princess Lila. It’s an invitation
to my annual Christmas Eve block party. Seeing as how you’re one of us
now, I thought you might want to join in on the fun. It’s pirate-themed this
year, but I’'m sure your usual attire will work just fine. No need to go all out.”

Lila stood in the space between the kitchen and the living room, her feet
frozen and her head in a whirl. One of us? Pirate-themed? She might have
remained in place indefinitely, but Sophie lifted the plate from her hands and



gave her a nudge.

“‘No need to go all out’ means that she’s hired professional actors, and
nothing short of our arrival under billowing sails will do,” Ford said as
though all of this were perfectly ordinary. Because who didn’t invite virtual
strangers to their weirdly themed holiday parties? “I’ve already rented a
parrot and taught him every swear word I know.”

Helen released a trill of laughter. “Oh, Ford. As if you would.” She pressed
the envelope into Lila’s hand. “Don’t bother to bring anything. Just the
pleasure of your company will be enough.”

“Um, I’m not sure if I’ll be free—"

“These must be your sisters,” Helen said as though Lila hadn’t spoken. She
took in the room’s inhabitants without blinking. “I can always tell. My,
you’re an attractive bunch. Is this a celebration of some sort?”

“A training exercise, actually,” Lila said, grateful for the distraction Helen’s
question provided. Work. She was here to work. It would do them all a world
of good to remember that. “We’re teaching Jeeves about doorbells.”

Helen’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh dear. Did I ruin everything, coming
when I did?”

“Not at all,” Ford said politely. “In fact, we’re in your debt. You gave us an
opportunity for extra training. Why don’t you stay and have some cake?”

Helen seemed to hesitate, glancing anxiously from face to face before
finally settling on Lila’s. “I don’t know. This looks like a family gathering. I
wouldn’t want to intrude.”

Lila was in no position to offer hospitality in a house that wasn’t her own,
but something about Helen’s expression gave her pause. The poor woman
looked so eager, so lonely, so desperate to be included. Lila smiled and
nodded her agreement before she could second-guess herself. “Dawn’s plate
spinning is worth sticking around for,” she said. “And we’re mostly done,
anyway. I’'m just cleaning up and getting ready for our afternoon training.”

It was all the invitation Helen needed. With the wide smile back on her



face, she started unwinding her scarf and shrugging herself out of her coat.
“Well, if you’re sure I won’t be in the way...”

The only person who seemed dismayed at the addition to their party was
Emily, but the prospect of flying plates meant that even she was inclined to
accept Helen with good grace. Especially once she started helping move the
living room furniture out of the way to make room for the spectacle.

“I didn’t really rent a parrot,” Ford whispered as he drew Lila aside. No
part of him touched her, and there was nothing particularly intimate about the
way he leaned in, but she felt a shiver move through her all the same. “A
costume, however, has been acquired. I’'m going as s-I-u-t-t-y Blackbeard, in
case you want to get one to match.”

Oh, for heaven’s sake. “You won’t say s-I-u-t-t-y, but you’ll dress up that
way? And what’s the counterpart to that, anyway? Anne Bonny?”

“S-l-u-t-t-y Anne Bonny,” he corrected her.

She stopped her laugh just in time. “Sure. That’s what I’ll wear. I’ll be the
toast of the neighborhood, all t-i-t-s and a-s-s. The mothers at the party will
be delighted.”

“I don’t know about the mothers, but I’d sure as h-e-I-I like to see it. Or
them, I guess I should say. I’'m partial to both.”

She was sure he was. Her tits and ass, however, were going to remain
covered for the duration of this training. Yes, she was making efforts to
soften her appearance and her approach, to show Patrick and Anya that she
was just as capable of handling young clients as her sisters, but she drew the
line at actual nudity.

Even if the idea of nudity and Ford Ford was appealing in the extreme.

“Now would be a really good opportunity to tell Helen the truth about us,”
she said, tamping down any and all images of this man without any clothes
on. She’d seen enough of his chest to last her a lifetime, thank you very
much.

“I thought you were only going to do that if she asked you a direct



question,” Ford said with a self-conscious start.

“Yes, well. That was before she started coming by with invitations to
parties.”

He heaved a sigh. It was a playful sigh, as usual, but Lila couldn’t help
thinking there was some meaning behind it. When he spoke, however, it was
with nothing but irreverence. “I still think it’d be nicer if you could find it in
your heart not to dump me until Christmas, but feel free to disillusion her.
I’m going to watch the plate spinning. You might be accustomed to having
circus freaks for siblings, but I’'m new to all this family intrigue. Does she
throw knives, too? I’ve always wanted to try that.”

Lila knew there would be nothing but nonsense out of Ford now. “Not to
my knowledge, but I’m sure she’d be willing to give it a try if you asked
nicely. Maybe you could volunteer to be her first target.”

“There’s no need. My heart has already been pierced by a glorious Vasquez
sister. Want to guess which one?”

She couldn’t resist. “Sophie’s a sweetheart, but I doubt Harrison will give
her up to you easily. And in terms of sheer physical prowess, the man has you
beat. You’ll be better off with Dawn and her knives.”

Ford turned his head toward Harrison, who was, in fact, looking rather
large and intimidating today. He looked large and intimidating most of the
time, except when his gaze landed on either Sophie or Bubbles. Then it was
all teddy bear, all of the time.

“Oh dear. Is that your type?” There was no regret or envy in Ford’s voice—
only that laugh. Always that laugh. “It’ll take me a few years to bulk up, and I
can’t promise that my biceps will ever get that big, but if that’s what you find
attractive... Emily, honey? Will you bring me the carton of eggs? I’m going
to need to get started right away.”

Emily wasn’t looking at her father, so she didn’t catch what he said, but she
was so used to his ways that she merely giggled when he moved his fingers
down in the sign of a cracking egg. Lila was grateful for the sound of the



girl’s bubbling laughter, since it covered up her own. She was equally
grateful for Helen, who came forward to offer her help in washing dishes.

“I might be a party crasher, but I’m a party crasher with two perfectly good
hands,” she said.

Lila was just desperate enough to get away from Ford that she agreed.
“That’d be great, thanks. My sisters have things well under control in here.
Plus, this will give us a chance to have a little chat. There are a few things
you and I need to get straight.”

She cast an obvious look at Ford as she said this last bit. It was only fair
that she give him advance warning of her intentions. Which was a mistake for
a lot of reasons, but none of them as pressing as the fact that Ford Ford
wasn’t a man who played fair.

“She’s going to whisk you away and tell you that she doesn’t love me,” he
said with a sad shake of his head. “Apparently, she prefers men with more
meat on their bones. I’'m only just hearing about it now.”

“Ford!” Lila cried.

“It’s okay. Lucky for you, I prefer a woman who throws me an occasional
curveball. Hey, Harrison—you have a minute? I have a few questions about
your exercise regimen. Do all the men on your wildfire team look like you
when they get started, or are some of them spindly nobodies like me? It’s for
science.”

As he loped off in Harrison’s direction with every appearance of chatting
about protein powder, bench presses, and firefighter lifestyles, Lila could
only watch him go. Matters weren’t helped any when Helen wound her arm
through Lila’s and led her toward the kitchen with a confidential air. “I don’t
know how you do it, Princess Lila,” she said. “Walking and talking and
working like a normal person. If Ford said half of those things to me, I’d be
melted in a puddle at his feet.”

Yes, well. Perhaps that would be for the best. Then Ford might slip and
have to be taken to the emergency room. Not even he could make one of



those flapping blue hospital gowns look good.

She kept these reflections to herself, especially since the image of his bare
backside was causing a sudden fluttering low in her belly. “You can just call
me Lila,” she said instead.

“I know, but the princess part seems to make Emily happy.” Helen’s smile
faltered. “It’s the least I can do. The poor little thing doesn’t like me very
much. She never has.”

Lila could tell. She also had a strong suspicion as to why. The sentiment
had its roots in those two words: poor and little. Oh, she was no child expert,
obviously, but she’d spent enough time in the pediatric cancer ward when
Sophie was young to realize that pity was the last thing any child with a
serious health condition wanted to be given. Sympathy was theirs for the
taking whenever they wanted it; being treated just like any other normal kid,
however, was something to be cherished.

She was still trying to work out how to tactfully convey this to a woman
she barely knew when Helen interrupted with a bright “So, how long have
you two known each other, you and Ford?”

Lila could have kissed her for making this so easy. Busying herself with the
tap, she said, “I met him for the first time in my life last Saturday.”

Helen’s brows dashed up as she handed Lila a plate. “Last Saturday? Oh
my. I had no idea.”

“Why would you?” Lila asked congenially. She thought but didn’t add,
When Ford has done his best to give the exact opposite impression? “The
company I run with my sisters is contracted through the Auditory Guild to
provide Emily with a service puppy and training through the end of the year.
Given how closely we work with our families, we like to focus on building
easy rapport.”

“In that short a time, though?” Helen asked. The disbelief in her tone was
evident even over the sound of the running water. “You must work quickly.”

On the contrary, Lila was incredibly slow. Slow to think and slow to act,



careful never to step anywhere the ground might be unstable. And it was
unstable here, that was for sure. She turned off the tap and gave Helen her
full attention.

“It was a tough job for us to get in the first place, and there are some fairly
high stakes involved if we want to keep it,” she said carefully. “And we do
want to keep it, very much. So you can understand why the relationship
between me and Ford is strictly a professional one.”

“Ohhh,” Helen breathed. She followed it up with a grin and a wink. “Right.
Strictly professional. Now I understand.”

Lila fought an inward groan. Unless she was mistaken, Helen understood
very little.

“My sisters will tell you the same thing,” she protested with a glance at the
pair of them in the living room. They might find this whole situation
hilarious, but like her, they wouldn’t lie if asked a direct question. “Until last
week, I’d never even heard of Ford Ford, let alone—"

Directly behind them, the phone rang. Lila would never presume to answer
the telephone in someone else’s house, but Helen had no such qualms.
Drying her hands on a dish towel, she reached for the handset and held it to
her ear. “You’ve reached the Ford residence. This is Helen speaking. How
may I help you?”

She placed her hand over the mouthpiece and said in a low voice, “It’s
okay. I work part-time as a receptionist in a dental office. I’'m used to this.”
She paused as a low male voice sounded on the other end of the phone. Lila
couldn’t make out all the details of what was being said, but it was only a few
seconds before Helen’s brows went up and an amused smile flickered across
her face. “Yes, just a moment, please.”

She held the handset out to Lila. “It’s for you.”

“For me?” Lila echoed.

“Last Saturday, huh?” Helen laughed and tapped the side of her nose.
“Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”



Lila held the handset between two fingers, dangling it as if it contained a
curse. Which, for all she knew, it did. The only two people in the world who
would feasibly call her at a client’s house were spinning plates in the next
room. In fact, they were also the only two people in the world who knew she
was here right now. So, who—?

“Hello?” she asked, holding the phone tentatively to her ear.

“Oh, hey, Lil. I thought I might find you there.”

“Patrick?”

“I hope you don’t mind me calling like this,” he said. Without waiting to
hear that she did, in fact, mind, he went on. “I know you always turn your
cell phone off during client visits.”

It was true, and for a perfectly good reason—because it was highly
unprofessional to take personal calls while in someone else’s home. Then
again, it was just as unprofessional for her sister to be throwing tea plates all
over a client’s living room. And for her to be harboring highly suspect
feelings for a man she barely knew. Every ethical and personal boundary
she’d ever put up was crumbling to pieces around her.

“I’d rather you didn’t, but there’s not much I can do about it now, can I?
What do you want?”

“To apologize. You didn’t let me finish at the restaurant.”

That almost caused her to drop the phone. Drawing a deep breath, Lila
gripped the handset more tightly and did her best to look calm. Helen’s
attention was focused on the dishes, but she kept sneaking sideways glances
at her.

“Okay, Dr. Yarmouth,” she said in hopes that the other woman would hear
the word doctor and realize this was no social call. “You may proceed.”

Patrick chuckled. “Gee, thanks. Only you could turn an apology into a
funeral.”

Well, obviously. Turning perfectly ordinary situations into gloom and
doom was exactly what he’d accused her of before. If Patrick’s idea of an



apology was to call her up at a client’s house and remind her, however, she
had no intention of lingering long enough to hear it. “Could we move this
along, please? Puppies don’t train themselves.”

“Did I hear you say ‘Dr. Yarmouth’?” Ford’s voice sounded from directly
behind her, causing her to jump.

If she’d been paying attention, she’d have noticed that Helen had given up
on dish duty to make way for Ford’s approach. In the ordinary way of things,
she would have been paying attention, since focusing on details was the way
she liked to work. But her ex-boyfriend calling her at a client’s house while
she wore a yellow sundress in the middle of winter was hardly ordinary.

“Yes,” she said, suddenly seeing a way out. “Helen must have been
mistaken. It’s for you.”

Although she heard a murmur of protest coming from Patrick’s end of the
phone, she held the handset out until Ford took it. Patrick would just have to
come up with a believable lie—or, failing that, pretend he dialed the wrong
number. That would teach him to call her during working hours.

She smiled blandly at Helen, hoping that would end the intrigue, but she’d
underestimated the amount of romanticism in the other woman’s soul. As
Ford took the phone, Helen bumped Lila with her hip, a knowing gleam in
her eyes.

“One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me the real story of how
you two met.”

“I already did,” Lila protested.

She might as well have not spoken for all the attention Helen paid her. “I
warn you—I’m awfully persistent when I like someone. I won’t rest until
you’re sitting in my kitchen with a glass of rosé in hand. I’ll kidnap you if I
have to. Don’t think I won’t.”

Lila looked inadvertently to Ford. She was sure he’d share her amusement
at Helen’s willingness to hold people hostage in the name of friendliness, but
he was holding the phone to his ear with a strange look on his face. She had



no idea what Patrick was telling him, but it couldn’t be good. That look was
strangely bleak, in no way suited for the handsome, laughing man he was
most of the time.

“Oh God.” Lila’s mind went directly to all the potentially devastating news
a child’s otolaryngologist might be forced to impart over the phone. She
waited only until Ford hung up before pouncing. “What did he say? Not
anything bad? Not...Emily?”

Ford shook his head, still somewhat dazed, though the smile had returned to
his expression. It was his usual grin, equal parts charming and disarming, but
for the first time, it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Those orbs still held their
usual blue brilliance, but they were distant. One might almost say cold.

But that wasn’t right. Lila was the cold one. Ford was everything attractive
and happy and warm.

“Emily’s okay,” he said. “Emily’s fine.”

“Then...?” It wasn’t Lila’s business, she knew, but she couldn’t help
herself. What on earth had Patrick been telling this man to bring such a
shadow to his face?

“He was just checking in.” Ford smiled again, and this time, it seemed more
genuine. “He’s good people, Patrick Yarmouth. But there’s no need for me to
tell you that, is there?”

The question was a rhetorical one. With a cheerfulness that Lila couldn’t
decide was faked or not, Ford wrested both Helen and her away from the
kitchen, vowing that no one was allowed to wash dishes in his house without
his assistance.

“I’ve worked really hard to teach Emily that it’s standard for a sink to be
overflowing with dirty dishes,” he explained, laughing. “I’d hate for you two
to reverse my six years of painstaking training.”

“Oh, Ford.” Helen giggled and took the arm he offered her. “I don’t know
how you put up with him, Lila. Does he ever mean any of the things he
says?”



She should have said something to put him in his place, to reinforce the
boundaries that must, of necessity, exist between them. But Ford was
watching her with an oddly keen expression. It was almost as though her
answer carried weight—Ilike she might actually possess the power to hurt
him.

The feeling was unsettling, which was why Lila summoned up the brightest
smile she had. “Not to my knowledge, no,” she said and even managed a
laugh. “But even an incorrigible flirt is right twice a day.”
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service puppies are
matchmakers in the making...

When Sophie Vasquez and her sisters dreamed up Puppy
Promise—their service puppy training school—it was supposed
to be her chance to bring some good into the world, But how can
she do anyithing when no one will take her seriously?

Enter Harrison Parks, a rough, gruff, take-no-bull wildlife
firefighter in need of a diabetic alert service dog. He couldn't be
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Bubbles turn his lonely, uber-masculine world upside down.
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