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CRAZY PUPPY LOVE

CHAPTER ONE
 
Claire breathed a sigh of relief. After rescuing a boxer two weeks prior, they finally seemed to be finding a rhythm. She threw the ball for Rufus again and watched in amazement as his supple body ate up the ground between him and his favorite toy. Jumping into the air, he came back down with the ball in his mouth and ran towards her.
He was a sweet boy, that much was apparent, but he cried whenever she left, tugging at her heartstrings. He wouldn’t eat unless she snuggled him first and he whined at night when he wasn’t in her room.
Not that she had minded. After a year of hell, it had been nice to help someone else heal.
But now, to see him running on the beach in the warm afternoon September sun, it was amazingly gratifying. He brought the ball back and had a play tussle until he released it for her to throw again. 
Sticking her hands in her back pockets, she watched as he chased the ball toward the salt marsh, his body nearly outdistancing the throw. He was looking back when suddenly he came to the water’s edge and barreled headlong into the marsh.
“Oh no,” she groaned. The water was getting colder and she would have to take him home to warm him up. She headed towards Rufus, calling his name, when she realized what was happening. As the tide was going out, the marsh was like a water park and all the water pulled back towards the ocean. Rufus, not a great swimmer to begin with, seemed caught in its pull. 
The pounding of her heart blocked everything but the sound of the surf and she pushed her legs faster. If he got caught in the riptide heading out to sea, there would be no saving him.
“Rufus,” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
“Ar,” he yelped in response and she could hear the fear, her own multiplying with it. Careening into the water, a moment of relief swept through her even as the freezing temperature took her breath away.
Grabbing his collar, she yanked him toward her but she pulled too hard and his body slammed into hers, knocking her into the icy cold water.
They barreled down the marsh as Claire tried desperately to get her feet back under her. Rufus put his paws on her chest which pushed her under the water. When she resurfaced the open ocean was dangerously close and she tried double time to gain some foothold, but panic was setting in.
Suddenly, strong hands had her under the arms and hauled her up out of the water. Still holding Rufus’ collar, his body rose partially up too.
She twisted to see a man, his face set in determined lines, holding onto her. “Hold still,” he yelled over the surf. “I’ll have you out in a second.”
She froze as he pushed against the water and up the steep bank of the marsh. The second Rufus’ feet hit the sand, he was bounding up the bank. Claire wished she could do the same but her legs were like jelly and as the mystery man let her go, she nearly collapsed in the sand.
“Hang on,” a deep baritone voice crooned just next to her ear as his arms encircled her again. “I’ve got you.”
He helped her up the bank and back onto the beach, relief and fatigue making her even weaker. He practically dragged her onto the warm sand. Starring up at the blue sky, she tried to clear her foggy mind. “Thank you, I ‘m sorry I’m not…”
“Shhh, it’s all right. I’m just going to check you over, make sure you don’t need an ambulance. Are you hurt anywhere?” His voice was gentle, calm, soothing. 
She took a deep breath and concentrated on her body. There was no pain, just fatigue. “I don’t think so, just f-f-frightened.” Her teeth chattered as she spoke.
“And numb from the cold.” He sat her down in the sand and began feeling along her limbs, then her torso, and finally her neck. She might have been alarmed if she wasn’t so weak. “Everything seems fine. My place is just up the bluff. You should--”
“Wait,” she croaked, becoming more alert. Her eyes slashed into his and then her breath caught. My god, he was handsome. That kind of tall, dark and sexy thing that made women swoon. Lucky for her, she was already lying in the sand.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’m Caleb Jennings. I’m a pediatrician and honestly, you need to get warm quick. As warm as the air still is, your body has been submerged in freezing water. You need to get out of these clothes and…” He paused, looking into her eyes. “I just want to help you.”
His eyes were the warmest brown she had ever seen. Like melted chocolate. Or perhaps she was so cold, everything appeared warm by comparison. Shivers wracked Claire’s body and she nodded her consent.
“What’s your dog’s name?” his voice took on that soothing quality again. He must calm the most worried patients, she thought wryly.
“R-r-rufus,” she stuttered.
“Rufus,” Caleb called. “Come.”
Without hesitation, the dog followed.
A set of stairs cut up the steep embankment but Caleb took them two at a time while holding her in his arms with Rufus trotting behind.
He turned left at the top and headed for the most adorable cedar-shingled cape style house she had ever seen. Crushed sea shells lined the path from the beach trail to the door. He hadn’t been kidding. He lived steps from the beach.
“Th-th-this is y-your house?” she chattered out.
“Yep,” he muttered as he threw open the door and marched her to the bathroom, Rufus still hot on their heels.
He printed up another set of steps and turned into what appeared to be the master bedroom. She may have been alarmed except it was the coziest room she had ever seen with clean white bedding and bead board walls. Built in drawers lined the knee wall.
“C-c-cute.” She attempted to smile but she had a sneaking suspicion that she actually looked like she was growling.
“Thanks.” He turned into the master bath and, still holding her against his decidedly warm body, he turned the shower on. “I’m just going to put you in with all your clothes on. It’s that or strip you, which I don’t think you want me to do. As soon as your hands work properly, pass me out the clothes and I’ll wring them and toss them in the dryer.”
“You- y-your floor.”  Claire tried to protest but he was already putting her under the amazingly warm water. Her skin stung in response but it still felt heavenly.
“Don’t worry about that. This tile could stand up to a hurricane. I’m going to towel off Rufus, just tell me when you’re ready.”
The warm water beat down on her as she leaned against the wall. Feeling slowly returned to her limbs and then her hands and feet. After what must have been fifteen minutes, she peeled off her shirt, then her jeans, and finally her underwear. The hot water felt even better against her skin.
“Ready,” she called as she passed the soaked ball of clothing out one side of the shower curtain.
“OK,” he responded and grabbed the wet clothes. She could hear him wringing them out and then the sound of a dryer opening and closing, then the hum of it turning on. Suddenly she realized she was naked with nothing separating her and complete stranger but a shower curtain.




CRAZY PUPPY LOVE

CHAPTER TWO
Caleb looked down the dog now curled up and sleeping on his bath mat. He had to admit, Rufus was a beauty, though he couldn’t swim for shit. And she had nearly drowned rescuing him. If you were going to live by the ocean, you ought to have a dog that swims, he thought with a smile.
“Can I ask you something?” the woman in his shower asked. Now that her teeth had stopped chattering, he realized her voice was damn sexy. Low and husky, it was a gorgeous as she had been standing on the beach, playing with her dog.
“Ah sure.” He rubbed the back of his neck. He had to stop thinking this way. She was a patient now. 
“What was your name again?” If a person could sound embarrassed, she did.
He chuckled. “Caleb, and don’t worry about it. Cold water dulls your mind. I’m not surprised you didn’t remember.”
“Caleb.” 
There was that huskiness again. He liked the way she sounded saying his name. 
“How am I going to get out of the shower?”
“Oh, I, um, hang on.” He twisted around to get a clean towel for her. How could he not have thought through this part? “Uh, turn off the water and then I’ll pass the towel over. Then, I can see if I’ve got something you can wear until your stuff is dry.”
The water turned off and he dangled the towel over the top of the curtain. He felt her grab it and immediately made a hasty exit out of the bathroom. He probably shouldn’t have stayed in the bathroom so long but he had been worried she would fall, He could have left five minutes ago but he’d been rooted to the spot. He made sure to click the door closed loudly and then he rubbed his neck again. She was slender, he had noticed it right away. Not straight. She had plenty of curve but he couldn’t imagine what he had for her to wear.
Rummaging through his closet and drawers, he found little that might work. Heading down to the guest room, he thought he would check and see if his sister had left anything in the drawers from her recent stay. 
He was pleased to find a pair of leggings and a flannel shirt. Heading back to the bathroom, he knocked on the door. “My sister left some stuff if you want to try it.” 
“Sure,” came her muffled voice. She opened the door a crack and stuck her hand out. He wore a grin, which she of course couldn’t see, and handed off the clothes. “Thanks.”
“Take your time, I’ll be down in the kitchen,” he called as the door clicked closed.
Sprinting down the stairs, he stood in the kitchen, looking around. Why had he said the kitchen? Why not the living room where he could sit and maybe read a book? Was he nervous? He rubbed his neck again. What the hell was wrong with him?
With little else to do, he started making dinner. Pulling out some steaks, he threw them in a marinade. There was one smaller steak and instinctively, he left it out the teriyaki sauce. 
“Do you have a chopstick?” Her voice hit him like a truck again. 
“A chopstick?” Caleb repeated, crinkling his eyes in confusion and turning to look at her. Big mistake. Now he knew why he was nervous. She was gorgeous. Strawberry blonde curls tumbled down her back as luminous blue eyes stared up at him. There was a smattering of freckles that dotted her adorable nose and she nibbled at her incredibly full lower lip.
The slightest blush stained her cheeks, hiding the freckles. “Or a pencil. My hair can get wild. I guess I just assumed you didn’t have hair elastics.”
Opening a drawer to his right he pulled out a pair of chopsticks. She crossed the room and gently pulled one from his grasp. “Thank you.” She gave him a glowing smile, reaching her hands above her head to twist up the mass of curls haloing her head. 
The flannel pulled taught and he became aware of what he should have already known. She was not wearing a bra. It was spectacular.
He closed his eyes for a brief second. It was almost surreal. A half hour ago, he didn’t even know this woman and now here she was in his kitchen, twisting up her hair.
“How long until my clothes are dry?” she asked.
“They were really wet. It could take a while. Plus, honestly, you shouldn’t drive a car yet. Your brain may just not be up to the cognitive task of driving. If you’re more comfortable, I can call someone to come pick you up or you’re welcome to stay here until you’re ready to drive.”
 
***
 
Claire nibbled on her lip again. She didn’t want to tell this stranger that there was no one to call. While he seemed harmless―well, the more accurate word was hot--she didn’t think it was a good idea to tell Caleb no one would miss her if she didn’t come home. “I feel much better, I’m sure I can…”
“’Fraid not. At least not for a while. We can’t have you getting into an accident after I just saved you from drowning. Can I call your boyfriend or a friend?”
A blush stained her cheeks. While he had a point about not driving, she had no idea what to do. Rufus walked into the kitchen and laid himself down by the back door as if he had lived here his entire life. Letting out a big yawn, the goofball fell fast asleep. “If I had my phone, I could get the number for the president of my branch, he could give me a lift.” She was trying not to say that she had no real friends here.
In her defense, she had only moved to Truro a month before to take a position as the Office Manager at Seamen’s Bank. Her Boston friends had though it was hilarious and called it Semen’s Bank, but she hadn’t cared. She needed a change after her messy break up with Josh and the Cape had seemed the perfect place to put herself back together. With the tourist season ended, there was plenty of time for quiet and the healing her heart needed. But that meant that she had gone out of her way to stay away from people.
He gave her a long look. She was no longer cold, but his eyes were still the color of rich milk chocolate with a touch of gold flecks. “Got it. How about a plan B? I’ll put on these steaks and with some food in your stomach, you’ll be ready to drive in no time.”
“Are-are you sure? I’ve already imposed on you enough. I’ll just take a few more minutes and then--”
“Nonsense. I eat alone all the time. But I just realized, I don’t know your name either.” He gave her brilliant smile. Full lips over straight white teeth. Amazingly, he was still tan, unlike her pale skin, and it only added to his appeal.
He turned around back to the counter to finish the steaks and Claire was struck by how broad his shoulders were, tapering down to a lean waist. His dark hair had that windswept quality that others were always trying to replicate.
Finishing with the meat, he came around the island and took her hand. His touch sending a different kind of shiver racing along her skin. “Still cold,” he murmured. “I didn’t get you any socks.”
“It’s OK, I’ll be fine.” She tried to pull her hand away. She didn’t want to react this way to anyone. She had come here to be alone.
“Hang on, I know just the thing. Follow me.” He strode purposefully out of the kitchen and into the adjoining family room. As she watched his effortless movement, she couldn’t help but remember the way he had carried her up the steps. Kneeling down on the wide plank floor, he struck a match and a fire started blazing. Was this guy for real? It was like a romance movie, he was taunting her. 
She heard Rufus snort and then heave his body off the kitchen floor. Claire hadn’t moved but the dog rambled by her. Giving Caleb a nudge, the man reached down and scratched her dog behind the ears, causing him to make his euphoric face. The one where his mouth hung open and his eyes rolled back in his head. “Traitor,” Claire mumbled putting her hands on her hips.
“Claire, come sit. You need to keep warm.” He waved her over and she slowly moved across the room to the leather couch in front of the fire. She sank down into it, and, honestly, it may have been the most comfortable thing she had ever sat on. He reached over and grabbed a cable knit blanket off the matching recliner and tossed it over her. Immediate warmth filled her body. It was delicious.
“Thank you.” She blushed again and then wanted to curse herself. Why had this man turned her into a blushing fool? It was exactly like she had been in grade school when she had developed a crush on Tommy Anderson. Her mom had teased her and called it puppy love. But there was absolutely no way she felt anything like that for the handsome Dr. Caleb.
“Hang on,” he called over his shoulder and then returned with a glass of red wine. “Don’t tell your primary care physician I gave you this but, it’ll help warm your insides.” He gave her another grin. 
The fire crackled as she sipped her wine on the overstuffed couch. “I don’t have one yet. I only just moved here. Thank you, again, for everything.”
“Oh well, in that case, I’ll leave my card for you. I can’t take you on as a permanent patient but you I can do a follow-up to make sure you’re recovering and I can recommend a doctor.”
“That would be great. Do you know a lot of the doctors in the area?”
“Yep, most of them. I grew up here.” He gave her a smile that would have made her toes curl if they weren’t so numb still.
“No wonder you’re such a good swimmer.” 
 “I lifeguarded all through college so, it’s part of my resume really.” He returned to the kitchen but with a slight twist of her head, she could see him preparing the salad as he lit the grill on the stove top for the steaks.
“A Dr. Lifeguard, huh? I don’t know how I could have been luckier.” She eased back on the couch, the warmth of the fire and wine relaxing her.
He gave her another grin that nearly took her breath her way. “How long have you had Rufus?”
“Only a few weeks. After moving down here, I wanted to have a companion and I grew up with dogs. I missed them. So, when he came up on the rescue’s site, I jumped.”
“Moved?” He asked as he flipped the steaks.
“From Boston. My parents are thrilled. They say they’re going to retire here. But I don’t know how long I’ll stay. I just needed a change. Something different.” She sighed as she took another sip of wine.
He quirked a brow at her. “I never expected to stay here. Always thought I would leave. But it turns out I missed the ocean and the quiet. I love it here. So when a job came up, I took it. Restored this house and haven’t looked back.”
“I love your house. It has to be the warmest, coziest place I’ve ever seen.” Except your eyes, she thought and then nearly smacked herself. The wine was causing her to think crazy thoughts.
He pulled out a loaf of bread and started cutting. Then he pulled the first steak off and began cutting it up.
Grabbing a bowl from the open shelves, he dumped the contents in. “Can Rufus have this?” 
She blinked twice, had he just prepared food for her dog? “Sure.” She blinked again as Rufus, hearing his name, got up and meandered back to the kitchen.
Caleb set down the bowl and she could hear her dog scarfing it down. No snuggle required. Rufus seemed completely at ease here. So was she, for that matter.
“Are you up for coming to the table for dinner?” He glanced at her.
Pulling herself off the couch she padded barefoot over to the table. Everything looked delicious and her stomach gave a noisy grumble that was beautifully covered by Rufus barking at the back door. “This looks amazing, but I’ll be right back. I need to take Rufus out. You know how it is, he eats, he goes.”
Caleb chuckled again, the gold flecks in his chocolate brown eyes sparkling while a dimple appeared on his cheek. Seriously, he couldn’t get any cuter. 
“I’ll take him out. You’re not wearing shoes.” 
Holy shit, he just got cuter.
Rufus wagged his stub of a tail and easily followed Caleb outside. Claire peeked through the window to watch Caleb give her dog several pets before Rufus took off into the shrubbery to take care of business. Shaking her head, she tried to piece this together. She was not looking for a man. She was running away from one.
She had dated Josh for two years. It had been so fun at first. Night clubs, bars, fancy dinners―but it had gotten old, and she begged him to spend a little time in. Quiet couple time together. He had grown distant, less available. Which in turn had made her work that much harder. That was, until, she popped into work one day to take him out to dinner. He was working late again so why not surprise him? It would be a nice break. 
That was the thing. When she looked back on it, she had done a lot of that kind of stuff for him. But he never did them for her. She’d pick up his favorite food or choose a movie he’d like. She didn’t know why it had been so surprising when he found the selfish asshole banging his secretary on his desk. 
She’d spent about six months thinking back on how little he gave to her. And all that time trying to avoid him, in a city that turned out, wasn’t that big. What she had decided was she needed a break from it all.
So she’d taken a job on the Cape and moved. Time alone. What she didn’t need was a man with a perfect house, and warm brown eyes doing all the things Josh never did.
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CHAPTER THREE
Caleb could sense the change the second he walked back in. She’d lost her relaxed posture and was standing straight and tall with wary eyes.
The problem was that it made her breasts jut out in the most delicious way, and without a bra, her nipples were making it really hard to ignore her breasts. So, he poured more wine and began serving the steak.
The thing was, he never did this with women. At least not since college. There had been a lot of tourist girls looking for a vacation date but he had grown weary of casual. When he went off to med school, there hadn’t been time. He had dated a few women since then but nothing serious.
A few curls came loose from the chopstick and floated around her face. He was dying to tuck them behind her ear. It had been a long time since any woman had made him this off balance. He wasn’t sure if it was her large blue eyes or the fact that she was being swept out to sea when he met her, but he was dying to cuddle her back against his side and hold her close. “So you said you needed a change of pace, a change from what?”
She looked up at him, wary still, and he could tell she was trying to figure out how much to say. “Same old story. I loved a guy but he didn’t love me nearly as much.”
“Ahhh, that is a tough one. Boston, did you say?”
“I could have stayed. But, I don’t know. I needed a change.”
“The Cape isn’t exactly a place for change. Nothing happens here all winter long.” He raised his eyebrows and then took a bite of his steak.
Her eyes lit, sparkling as a smile teased her lips. She was gorgeous. “That is perfect. I want some quiet time to reflect. Figure things out, you know?”
“I do.” He wanted some more time to figure her out. He was going to have to stall before she walked out of his door and out of his life. 
They ate in companionable silence for a while, Rufus settling back down by the fire. He hopped up and added more logs to the fire, and as she started to protest, he waved is hand. “Rufus needs to be warm. He had a tough day too.”
 
***
 
Claire shook her head. When was the last time someone had worked so hard for her? She thought back to her last boyfriend and couldn’t think of a single time Josh had built a fire for her or cooked for her or taken care of her, let alone her dog. Shaking her head again, she tried to break out of this spell. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to get involved with anyone. 
But she watched him stoke the fire, add more logs and pet Rufus. His broad shoulder flexing as he worked. Biting her lip, she tried to look away but his chocolate brown hair and tanned arms kept pulling her eyes toward him. Wild thoughts flitted across her mind. She could entertain the idea for just one night. Maybe it would even be good for her to break her fast, so to speak.
Caleb walked back to the table and her eyes were glued to him. He gave her a wink and sat back down. An ache that she hadn’t felt in a long time was growing inside her. It centered between her legs and radiated out. 
They finished eating and Caleb swooped in to clean up the dishes. “Is it weird if I say I’m glad you got caught in the water today? This is has been really nice.”
“It has been nice. Though I don’t know if I’d go that far!” She giggled as she stood and her feet wobbled underneath her. How much wine had she had?
He laughed too. “Go sit by the fire. I’ll be right there.”
Sinking back into the leather couch, she sighed with contentment. A girl could get used to this. She tucked her feet under the blanket and reached down to pet Rufus who gave a satisfied gurgle. He loved it here too.
Caleb joined her on the couch and reached for one of her hands. “Let me see how warm you are.” 
Producing a hand, she gave it over to his touch as he lightly massaged her fingers. It was a soothing warm touch, and as he moved to the other hand, she relaxed into the contact.
“Your hands feel nice and warm. Now let’s check your feet.” He reached under the blanket and hooked her feet pulling them out and into his lap. It scooted her down into a semi laying position and Claire closed her eyes, enjoying the light massage immensely. Her body hummed and without realizing it, she nearly purred with contentment.
“Tomorrow, I’ll pencil you in for an appointment at five thirty, my last of the day. We reserve it for sick visits. I just want to check you over one last time and make sure you’re recovered. I’ll have a list of doctors for you too.”
“Mmmmmm.” She gave him a lazy smile, opening her eyes to find his warm melted chocolate ones assessing her rather intensely.
He leaned closer to her and her lips parted. She wanted him to kiss her. It came as a bit of shock. She hadn’t wanted that in such a long time. When she thought about it, she had grown quite ambivalent about Josh too but that seemed so wrong. His hand came out and gently brushed a curl off of her cheek. Inhaling at the light touch, her heart beat quickly and the ache she had experienced earlier intensified. 
“Claire.” His voice was a husky whisper and she found herself sitting up to lean towards him.
“Yes.” Her voice matched his huskiness as she moved closer still.
“I just realized I haven’t seen you with car keys. Any idea where they might be?”
Her eyes nearly bulged out of her head. “Shit.” Her dulled senses came fully awake. “They were in my jeans.”
Caleb jumped off the couch and raced up the stairs. Claire heard the dryer shut off and the door open. She realized she was holding her breath. Rufus let out a snore. “You could pretend to be worried,” she grumped at him. He snored again.
He came down holding her jeans but his pinched face said it all. No keys. “You don’t have a spare set do you?”
“Back at my place.” She could kick herself. Buying the Jeep had been an indulgence of the new job after living in the city and she loved that car.
“Well, you don’t have shoes anyway, so I’ll drive you to get them and then we’ll come back so you can get your car.”
“I am a plague on you.” She nibbled her lip. 
He came over, leaned down and quickly kissed the top of her head. It was super sweet and a few more of the walls she had been holding around her heart melted. Definitely puppy love. “I don’t mind helping you at all. Honestly, it has been one of the most interesting days I’ve had for a while. If it weren’t for your near drowning, I would call it fun.”
“Do you go around saving girls often?”
“Not since my lifeguard days.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her.
She released the lip she’d been chewing on to give a tiny giggle. He tossed her a pair of flip flops. “They’re five sizes too big but at least your feet won’t be bare.”
“Thanks.” A trickle of disappointment snaked through her. Except for the near drowning, it had been fun. And it had been a long time since anyone had given her so much help. She’d have to find a way to thank Caleb for all he had done.
Just off the kitchen was a small mudroom and through that, a garage. While there were two stalls, one car sat in the bay.
Claire called to Rufus and after three tries, he finally heaved himself from the fire and climbed into Caleb’s back seat. “You’re sure you don’t mind Rufus being in your car?”
“Are you kidding?” He closed the door behind her and then came around to the other side. “I love him. You said you just got him? How did that happen?”
“Well, a friend in Boston volunteers for a boxer rescue west of the city. He came through and she kept talking about how great he was but they couldn’t find him a home. It seemed like the perfect time to get a dog. I could give him a home and he could give me some companionship.”
“I still can’t believe you left your life in Boston for this. I love it because I was raised here but I understand it isn’t most people’s thing.” He glanced at her as he drove. “Where am I going?”
“Take a left on Six. It’s the first right.”
“Are you renting?”
“Yep.” She glanced at him.
“From John Hartford?”
“How did you know?” She partially turned in her seat to study his face.
“If you have any trouble, call me.” He gave her a brief glance before his eyes went back to the road, his grip tightening.
She mumbled, “Thanks.” But she doubted she would call. He’d helped her enough and she wouldn’t want to impose any more than she had.
“You were telling me about Boston.” He glanced at her again.
“I’m the one just up on the left.” She pointed towards her tiny cottage. “I went to Simmons College and my friends were the same ones from college. I love them but I’m tired of the clubs and bars, I guess. Every Friday and Saturday night. Josh too. It felt like we weren’t having a real relationship. We were just propping each other up at bars.” They were in her tiny drive and she was glad it was dark because she was blushing a little. “It sounds weird, I know. But I tried to make our relationship grow, but he just didn’t want to and I was tired of putting in so much effort and--” She was saying too much.
“I understand. I felt the same. I wanted something quieter but it’s deeper somehow. More time to decide who you really are. More quiet to reflect on what you want and more beauty to cleanse your spirit.” His voice was soft and deep, acting like a balm to her insecurities after revealing so much.
She stared at him. It was like he had read her thoughts. That is what she came here for to find a deeper meaning for her life besides a good time. And a dawning realization that she did want another relationship but one that gave as much as it took. With someone more like… Caleb. 
“I should get my keys.” He cleared his throat. 
“Sure,” she gave a smile to lighten the mood. “Rufus and I will wait here, won’t we boy.”
Rufus gave one of his boxer snorts and she reached back to pet him before she climbed out of the car.
She reached under the mat for her spare key and then unlocked the door. Grabbing her extra keys from the ring, she slipped off his flip flops and put on a pair of ballet flats near the door. She locked the door and started jogging towards his car through the headlights. It wasn’t until she looked down that she realized she wasn’t wearing a bra. She wasn’t huge but she wasn’t tiny either. Josh had once commented that she had a perfect rack. It was so like him to be so crass. The night air was cool and her nipples were standing taut against the thin fabric.
Caleb looked at her and his hands clenched the steering wheel. He cleared his throat and then cleared it again. “Get your keys?” he asked, his voice strained.
Claire pulled her lips together to keep from smiling. He had noticed but was desperately trying not to look. She could tell, just like it was obvious that he was attracted to her though he had been a perfect gentleman while she had been in a rather compromising position.
“I did, thanks.”
Coughing and staring out the windshield, he handed her a rectangle of cardstock. “It has my office address. Pop by at five thirty and I’ll just check your heart rate and blood pressure and give you some names for possible physicians.”
“Thanks. And Caleb, thanks for helping me today. I don’t want to think what might have happened if you hadn’t been there and you’ve been so kind to me. I’m not sure how I can repay you--”
“Say that you’ll have dinner with me after the appointment.”
She gave him an assessing glance. She didn’t want to date but under the circumstances, how could she say no? “Is there some way we could bring Rufus? He gets anxious when I’m gone too long.”
“How about pizza takeout? There’s a great place right in Truro.”
Biting her lip, she tried to formulate an answer. She shouldn’t go to his house again but he was breaking down her defenses “I’m not saying no but I told you about Josh and I don’t know if I’m ready…”
“We’re just hanging out. Friends. I promise to send you packing at nine sharp.”
Before she thought anymore, she heard herself saying, “OK, that’d be great.”
He put the car in reverse and pulled out. Rufus gave another snore from the back seat. “I love that dog.” He reached back to give him a pet before putting the car in drive.
She grinned. She loved him too but, if she were honest, Rufus seemed more relaxed than any other time she had had him. She thought Rufus might love Caleb too.
It only took them a few minutes to arrive back at the Herring Cove parking lot. Down the beach, Claire saw the small twinkles of Caleb’s lights. His home was so much more welcoming than hers.
“I like your Jeep.” He was craning his neck to get a better view. 
She grinned at him. “Thanks, I love it. I still can’t believe I bought it. I mean a needed a car but… It’s one of the reasons I ended up renting the place I did, I may have overspent.”
“Well, it’s hard to resist a car like that.” His eyes twinkled in the lights of dashboard. “Go start it up, I’ll get Rufus.”
The car started easily and Caleb came around the passenger side with Rufus begrudgingly in tow.  It was a simple gesture, putting her dog in the car but it made him so… irresistible. She had the intense urge to press her lips to his. “Thanks again. I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“You bet.” He leaned in, and for a split second, she imagined he was going to do just that but then he gave her a peck on the cheek. “Tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
Claire got back to her place and plopped on the couch. Her mind was turning. She had barely spoken to her friends since moving, she missed them. Not living in Boston, or bar hopping, but girl talk. Picking up her phone, she dialed her friend Rebecca.
“Hello,” a breathless voice answered.
“Bec? It’s Claire.”
“Claire,” she squealed. “We miss you so much! Are you moving back yet? Has the Cape lulled you into a coma?”
“No, actually I like it. It’s beautiful. But I miss you guys. You won’t believe what happened today.”
“Sorry hon, you’ll have to tell me another time. I’m about to head underground to catch the T. You know how the service is. Everybody is going out to this hot club. Wish you were here!”
The phone went dead. Sighing, she put hers down. No use calling anyone else. They were all heading to the same place. For a split second, she considered calling Josh. Not because she missed him or wanted him back. Caleb was painting this picture in her mind of what a man could possibly be. She needed Josh to affirm all that he hadn’t been or done.
But she wouldn’t open that door. Instead she closed her eyes and thought back to their first meeting. It had been a bar outside of Fenway Park. They had gone to a game and headed over to Jillian’s to play pool. As she had set up the second game, he had sidled up to their table. He was blond and amazingly handsome with an athletic build. “Nice rack,” he’d said giving her a double wink. Another guy couldn’t have gotten away with it but she had laughed and next thing she knew, he and his friends had joined them. Her friends were high fiving her for bringing in the hot guys.
It had been so fun, at first. They went out, they had a great time, they fell into bed tipsy. But it just never moved beyond that. They had said that it would. Talked about a future. But nothing actually happened.
When her grandmother had passed away, she had driven down to New York for the funeral but Josh said he couldn’t go. After the services, she tried to call him distraught. Six calls later, Josh finally picked up. He was drunk, the sound of the bar he was at echoing behind him. He didn’t have time to go to her grandmother’s funeral but he could still go out and get drunk with his friends? That was when she knew they didn’t have a future.
Getting up off the couch, she started getting ready for bed. What would Caleb have done if she lost a loved one? She’d only known him a day but it seemed obvious he’d take care of her.
Slipping into the covers she murmured, “Goodnight Ruff Ruff.” But it was the warm brown eyes of Caleb that danced before her.
 
***
 
Stepping into the office that morning, one of the tellers, Lisa, gave her a huge smile. “Oooohhh, I love your dress.”
She gave the other woman a grin. “Thanks, how was your weekend?”
The other woman rolled her eyes. “Mostly boring. Though I did get some good painting time in.”
“Wow, that is cool. Can I see your work?”
“Sure, I’d love that! I’m going to do more this weekend. There is a big storm moving in, it will make for some great landscapes. I take photos first and then use them to create paintings.”
 “I wish I was creative like that.” Claire sighed.
“Hey, maybe you could come to the beach with me while I take some pictures.”
“I’d love that! It’s a date.” Claire beamed at her new friend.
“What about you? How was your weekend?” Lisa asked.
Claire thought about it and then decided it would be nice to share. She began telling Lisa the story of her near death experience. When she finished, Lisa’s eyes were huge. 
“Caleb Jennings saved you? Seriously, how can you be so lucky?”
“You know him?”
“We both grew up here, though he’s like four years older than me. He’s gorgeous so naturally he doesn’t know I’m alive.”
Claire laughed. “Oh please, you’re completely adorable.”
Lisa laughed too and both women went back to work.

The day passed with agonizing slowness but finally Claire was standing outside his Provincetown office. Butterflies flitted around her stomach but she ignored them, smoothing down her dress and pushing open the door. 
“Can I help you?” An older woman asked, sitting behind the reception desk. 
“Er, I’m here to see Dr. Jennings.”
“Of course. Here is the list of doctors for you. Have a seat. He’ll be right with you.” 
The sound of Caleb’s smooth, soothing voice floated towards her. A child’s tearful cry responded. 
Claire bit her lip. His voice tugged at her as much as his warm glance did. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and have him whisper in her ear like that. Giving her head a shake, she tried to dismiss the thoughts as a small, sick looking boy, and his mother emerged from the exam room.
Caleb stuck his head out behind them. “Come on in,” he grinned at her.
A nurse rushed in before her and began to spray down the surfaces and change the paper on the bed.
Caleb was cleaning his stethoscope as he gave her a wink. “How are you feeling today?”
“Fit as a fiddle.” That was a dumb thing to say, she thought to herself.
He wrapped a blood pressure cuff around her arm, his light touch causing her heart to jump. She tried to calm her racing heart, her blood pressure was going to be ridiculously high if she didn’t.
He frowned as he took it again. “Well, the good news is, your pulse is not sluggish. But your blood pressure is a little high.”
A blush climbed up her cheeks, it wasn’t her health but his presence that was wreaking havoc on her blood pressure. 
His eyes lit with understanding, and he took the blood pressure off and gently began to use the stethoscope to check her heart. 
His touch feathered over her skin and she forced herself to take deep calming breaths. Then, he felt her hands, and slipping off her shoes, her feet. “No sign of any effects from the water.”
“That’s great.” She attempted to sound casual.
“If you want to go get Rufus, we can meet at my house for dinner?” he asked.
“Sure.” She nodded.
“OK, I’ll see you in a few.” And then he was gone.
She tried not to feel disappointed, after all, she was heading to his house. But he had been so brisk.
She drove back to her house and Rufus greeted her anxiously at the door. After taking him out, feeding him dinner and taking him out again, she wondered if this dinner was a good idea after all. She stood in the tiny yard watching her dog and wondering what to do. Caleb might be more like Josh than she realized, not really interested in anything serious.
“What do you think Ruff Ruff? Should we go or not?” She reached down to pet the dog but the sound of tires on the gravel of her driveway interrupted her ear scratching she was giving the dog. A car door sounded and then Rufus gave a bark, his hackles going up. 
“Are you guys outside?” Caleb called from around the house. 
Rufus immediately went to wagging his tail as he ran to the gate.
“Yeah, we’re back here,” she returned.
Caleb opened the gate, holding a bouquet of flowers. “I thought you might like a ride.” He grinned at her.
She bit her lip, giving him a questioning glance. “Oh sure, I didn’t know, I mean, I wasn’t sure…”
He walked over to her and collected her in his arms, placing a soft kiss on her lips. Tingling sensations shot all through her body, making her knees weak. “I spent the whole time you were in my office trying not to do that.”
“Oh,” she sighed.
“I wasn’t quite sure how to explain it to you in front of my staff so I made a quick exit. It didn’t occur to me till I was halfway home that I might have seemed rather abrupt. I’m sorry if I made you feel like I didn’t care.”
“Oh no, I have to fess up to being more sensitive than normal. I’m just trying to get over things,” she tried to explain. How had he known she would be worried?
“I understand. We can take it slow. I mean except for the part where I sweep into your yard and kiss you.” He grinned sheepishly. “Ready for dinner?”
“Mmmhmm, starving.” Warmth was spreading through her at his words and his touch.
“Do you want to eat here?”
“No, your place is much better.” Not only was it more spacious and much more updated, but it had that feeling of home. 
He gave her a nod. “What do you want?”
 
Forty five minutes later they were curled up in front of a fire, eating their pizza with a glass of wine. As they talked, Caleb occasionally brushed her hair with his lips or his fingers. It was both relaxing and exciting and she found herself hoping he would kiss her again.
But he didn’t. He did tell her about growing up in Truro. “I spent whole days just exploring the beach with my brother. It was an amazing place to grow up. But the winters can be tough. At least when you’re a teenager. It’s a small town and you know everyone and everyone knows you.”
	“That sounds nice, though.”
“Not when you’re trying to date.” He made a face. “And then in the summer, there are loads of fresh faces but they are just looking for a party. A vacation fling. Which can be really fun at first until you really fall for someone.”
She sucked in her breath. No wonder he understood her insecurities after Josh. “I know what you mean.” She reached up and pressed her lips to his again.
The kiss deepened and lengthened and she found herself swept away and pressed closer. The hard planes of his body were so solid against her softer ones. She trailed her hand down his neck, feeling the skin just under the collar of his shirt.
He still held her close but he pulled his face from hers. “Yesterday, I promised you this was a friendly dinner only. Since I have completely gone back on that promise, I should really keep the other one I made where I said we would go slow.” He gave her another light kiss.
Disappointment coursed through her, and embarrassed, she started to get up. “I should go.”
He pulled her back down. “I don’t want you to leave. I just want to take this slow. I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding in my intentions. I want to get to know you and--”
She gave him another small kiss, joy bubbling through her. “Me too.”
“Hey some friends of mine are taking their trucks onto the beach at Head of the Meadow on Friday night. Do you want to try the Jeep out? We picnic, build fires, hang out. I’ll personally make sure Rufus doesn’t drown.”
“Sure, though I’ve never driven on the beach before. Anything I need to know?”
“I’ll teach you. I’ve done it loads of times.”
“What do you think Ruff Ruff? Want to drive down the beach?”
He snored loudly in response and Claire took that as a sign that he wanted to go. Caleb did too. “I’ll stop by your house and then we can take the Jeep over together. I can pack a dinner.”
“I’ll pack dinner. You’ve fed me enough. Two questions. Can I invite a friend and do you like lobster?” 
“The more the merrier and I love lobster.”
He drove her home a few hours later, and she thought she might be floating on a cloud. They had talked, laughed, and had a blast just the two of them. He gave her another soft kiss at the door and when she closed the door, she leaned her head against the wood wondering when she had ever had a more romantic evening. Except for the last one, where he had saved her life and then cooked her dinner. That was kind of hard to top, but this came close.
As she lay in bed, she tried to picture Josh and found that the face she had once considered the most handsome she had ever seen had gone foggy. She could no longer remember what he looked like and, what was more, she didn’t care.
Caleb’s warm chocolate eyes danced in front of her eyes with his soft smile and the rock hard arms that had held her with such purpose and tenderness. It wasn’t a careless club embrace or drunken groping, this was romance. So much more than what she had characterized as puppy love. Slow down, she warned herself, it has only been a day.
But she had never felt like this about anyone, including Josh, and her next job was to show Caleb how much she liked him because he had been doing an amazing job of romancing her.
Tomorrow, she’d start her campaign.
With that thought, she fell asleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Lisa had agreed to come too and she had been Claire’s partner in crime. A girl didn’t send a boy flowers to his office, so what did a woman do who wanted to woo a man? Casually, she asked how many friends were coming. Then she’d stayed up late, steaming lobsters and plucking carcasses.
Lisa had ordered rolls from one of the best bakeries and Claire broke out her last twelve pack of Wachussett Ale she had bought while skiing in Maine.
The bank was packed and the day passed quickly. Everyone was getting all their errands before the big storm rolled in. Despite the hectic day, she’d convinced the president of the bank to let her out an hour early so that she could assemble the cooler. A fresh salad and a few bottles on wine rounded out the picnic.
She knew other people would bring food but she guessed a bunch of them would eat the lobster. She also knew she was swinging big. A girl who showed up to meet a guy’s friend and cooked for the whole crew was either going to look amazing or like she was trying way too hard.
She tossed on jeans and her favorite black North Face fleece, then pulled her hair into a ponytail. She grabbed Rufus’ coat in case it was super cold. Loading everything in the Jeep, she had just finished when Caleb pulled in.
He too was in jeans and a black fleece and he grinned. “Oh man, I am going to catch hell because we match.”
Her cheeks flushed. Maybe this whole thing had been too much. “I’ve got another, I can change.”
Leaning over, he brushed her cheek with his lips. “No, it’s all good. I wouldn’t want any of them to think you’re available anyway.” Looking into the back of the Jeep, his eyes grew wide. “What is all this?”
Her cheeks got redder. “I made some goodies for everyone. I hope it’s OK. You’ve done so much and I wanted you to know that…” God, she sounded like an idiot. Correction, a needy idiot.
His lips came down on hers. Her toes curled in her sneakers. 
“Seriously, that is amazing. What is it? Wait, don’t tell me. I want to be surprised.”
“You got it,” she whispered, handing him the keys. A thrill ran through her as she leaned closer resting her head on his chest.
He squeezed her tighter. Claire pulled her face back, wanting to feel his lips again. This kiss would not be quick, she wanted to explore every centimeter of his lips. But suddenly, they were being pushed apart. Rufus stood between them, staring at the Jeep. He gave a woof as though to say, let’s go.
They both chuckled. “Fine, Ruff Ruff.” Caleb reached down to give the dog a pet. “We’ll go.”
“Lisa is meeting us at the beach anyway. I wouldn’t want to keep her waiting.”
“Lisa?”
Yeah, Lisa Pensky. She works at the bank, grew up here.”
Caleb shook his head, “I know Lisa, a few years younger than me. My friend Steve always thought she was super cute.”
“He never asked her out?”
“She was young in high school and then he was gone. He only recently moved back.”
“Well, she is still adorable.” Claire had that feeling about the evening, like it was going to be special. Jitters of excitement raced along her skin.
It was even better than she could have imagined. Lisa had hopped into the Jeep with them and they set off down the sand in a line of four cars. No one was on the beach and they raced along, flying out to the stretches of the beach that were completely uninhabited. 
When they finally stopped, people started pulling out firewood to build a beach blaze. As the fire roared, Steve, Mike and Caleb pulled out coolers.
Mike’s girlfriend Allison had also come and Claire offered her a glass of wine. “Thanks,” she chirped cheerfully. “This is way better than Mike’s beer.”
“Shit,” Steve called. “I forgot my cooler.”
Caleb looked over at her and she gave a nod, beaming. “Steve, do you like IPA? I brought some of my favorite.”
“Absolutely!” He called enthusiastically. “Who needs food anyway?”
“No worries there.” She walked over to her cooler. “I brought a bunch of food too.”
“Lobster,” Allison chirped again. “Yum.”
“There’s plenty for everyone and Lisa brought the rolls.” 
Caleb brushed a curl from her face. “Thanks for doing this,” his husky voice breathed in her ear.
“It was no trouble at all. Anytime.” He pulled her close and Claire held her breath, anticipating the next kiss.
“Hey you two, better get some lobster, before it’s all gone,” Steve called.
“I guess he’s right.” Caleb gave the tip of her nose a light kiss before he grabbed her hand to find his friends devouring the food she had brought.
They ate and chatted, laughing with one another. Claire liked Caleb’s friends. They had the easy grace of a longtime friendship, while making sure to include all the ladies in the conversation.
She liked Allison and Lisa too. The three of them started talking when the guys pulled out a football and started playing with Rufus.
“OK, I’ve got to just say this. Between the house and starting the new practice, I haven’t seen Caleb date in forever. How did you get him to ask you out? I mean everybody tries to date him, he just usually…” Allison let her voice trail off.
Claire grinned. “He fished me out of the water, literally. I’m like a fishing story.”
Lisa and Allison laughed. “You might be the fish, but you caught the man.” Lisa slapped her knee.
“I think that is to be determined.” Claire shrugged.
“Oh I doubt it. I can’t remember him ever bringing a girl around. Mike and I have been dating for six years and I’ve never met a girlfriend.”
“Well technically, I’m not a girlfriend either. We’re taking it slow, just friends.” Claire put her hands out in front of her.
“Oh please, I saw him kissing you. When was the last time you kissed your ‘friend’s’ nose?”
Claire’s cheeks turned pink. It seemed time to change the subject. “So what about you Allison? You and Mike have been together for six years?”
“Yep,” her voice was a whisper as she leaned in closer. “We’re getting engaged. We were ring shopping in P-town yesterday.”
The other two girls squealed. “You’re both so lucky. My love life has been non-existent.” Lisa sighed.
“Maybe you should ask out Steve.” Claire wiggled her eyebrows. “In high school, he thought you were super cute.”
“Really?” Lisa craned her neck to get a better look at Steve. At that moment he stretched out to catch a ball, showing long lean muscle. “I always thought he was so hot.”
The guys glanced back over at the ladies.
 
***
 
“Do you think they’re talking about us?” Steve grinned as he tossed the ball.
“Are you going to ask Lisa out?” Caleb raised his eyebrows.
“I was going to and then I saw Claire. She is so hot. Holy shit. How did you find her again?”
“I fished her out of the ocean, her and Rufus. Right buddy?” He reached down to pet the dog. 
“I need to start fishing again.” Steve tossed the ball at Mike. “Or maybe I’ll just see if Claire--”
“Claire is off limits.” Caleb was surprised by the severity of his tone but his friend only smiled broader.
“Just kidding, bro. I’m going to ask Lisa out.” Steve winked as he caught the ball from Mike and then tossed it to Caleb. “No need to go all caveman.”
Caleb took a breath. They were taking it slow. At least, he kept repeating that over and over. But, honestly, he wanted her more than anyone in a long time. More than that, he wanted to care for her. He knew she could take care of herself but her big blue eyes called to him much like Rufus’ soulful brown ones. It was crazy, but he wanted to tuck them into his house, stoke up the fire, and watch the snow fall.
 
***
 
Claire watched his athletic body move as Caleb came trotting over. “Want to go for a walk before it’s too dark?”
“Sure.” She smiled letting him pull her up out of the sand. He wrapped his arm around her waist and called to Rufus, who was more than happy to come chasing them down the beach.
Her calves burned from the effort of walking in the sand but the exercise was invigorating, especially with Caleb’s arm slung around her waist. “Dinner was great. I know my friends really appreciated it.”
“It was no problem at all.” She meant it. There was so much satisfaction in giving to someone who gave in return. 
He pulled her closer, his lips coming down on hers in a lingering kiss that lit her on fire. It went on and on until Claire lost all track of time.
“Wow,” she breathed when he finally lifted his head.
“I didn’t make a promise this time that we would just hang out as friends.” He chuckled.
“So we’re not friends?” she teased her hand running across his five o’clock shadow.
His hands skimmed up her back until his fingers had twined in her hair under her ponytail. “Hmmm, we’ll have to hang out a few more times so that I can think out the appropriate label.”
His lips captured hers again and her retort was promptly forgotten. A longing started in the pit of her stomach as tingling sensations danced between her thighs. Even her nipples grew taught as he continued kissing her. As if he knew, his hand brushed her chest and even her fleece didn’t disguise her arousal.
He lifted his head but his hand came up to cup her cheek. “We should head back before it’s totally dark.”
A protest rose to her lips, “Are you sure?” Her lips puckered in a sexy pout.
He groaned and kissed her again, “No. But I promised someone to take this slow. I don’t want--”
She ran her hands down his chest and then lightly pushed him away. She didn’t want to. She wanted to stay there forever. Actually, she wanted to curl up in front of his fireplace again, only this time without clothing. But he was right. It was best to build a relationship before they slept together.
“Come on, Rufus,” she called. He went racing by them back toward the trucks having the time of his life. 
“Did you hear that a hurricane is moving in this weekend?”
“Yeah, it’s all anyone talked about at the bank today.” She snuggled into him as he wrapped his arm around her again.
“If you have any trouble, call me OK?” His voice sounded a little worried.
“I’m sure we’ll be fine.” Part of her wanted to suggest they just hang at his house but she was supposed to go to the beach with Lisa tomorrow and she had just evened the score board. She wasn’t used to a guy being so nice and she didn’t want to take advantage.
He gave her a small grimace but said nothing as they returned to the group.
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CHAPTER SIX
The day on the beach with Lisa had been amazing. The surf had gotten progressively larger as black clouds had rolled in. She and Rufus had played ball as the wind whipped her hair into a frenzy.  Lisa had snapped some pics of Ruff Ruff as well and, from what Claire could tell, they looked amazing.
“I’ll print one for you if want,” Lisa had offered.
“Thank you so much.” Claire had an overwhelming feeling of gratitude towards her new friend. 
“I should be thanking you. Steve asked me out last night. We talked for hours after the beach. How weird would it be if ten years after graduation, I end up with a guy from high school?”
“I don’t think that sounds weird at all. I think it’s romantic.” Claire called Rufus into the Jeep. “I think we’re going to get headed. It looks like the rain is about to start. Have fun on your date! I’ll see you on Monday.”
“Sounds good.  I’ll call you tomorrow to see how you survived your first Cape storm.” Claire gave Lisa a hug.
She climbed into her car and waited for Lisa to pull out in her sedan before putting her own car in gear. By the time, she left the beach parking lot, waves of rain were pouring down on them.
It wasn’t a long trip back to the house but she drove slowly. The water was coming down in buckets from the sky and with Rufus sleeping, she sat in her driveway for a full fifteen minutes before she braved the weather to enter her front door. 
She had to beg the dog to get off his warm perch on her back seat before they could race to the door so she was thoroughly soaked by the time she inserted her key in the lock. She might have noticed that the roof looked strange if hadn’t been raining so hard.
As she walked in the door, she was met by a giant puddle in the small area between the kitchen and living room. Looking up, water was pouring through the can lights on the ceiling. “Oh my God,” she cried racing around the house to discover two more leaks. She grabbed buckets and stuck them under but the entire house had that damp feeling of everything being wet.
Standing dazed, she attempted to decide what she should do, who she could call. There was nothing her parents could do and at nearly thirty, she needed to solve her own problems. Caleb flashed in her mind but she didn’t want to bother him. He had already done so much. Grabbing her phone, she decided the landlord would be her first call.
After trying to call four times, John still hadn’t answered. Rufus whimpered next to her. He was right, it was wet and cold in the house. Racing to the bedroom, she packed up a bag of clothes and then grabbed the dog’s bag of food. “We’ll find a hotel that takes dogs.”
She loaded everything in the Jeep and Rufus jumped happily into the dry car. As she was about to try the landlord one more time, her phone rang. Claire didn’t need to look at the screen to know that Caleb was calling to check on her.
Holding the phone for a few seconds, she contemplated what to do. I seemed unfair to bother him with her problems but she knew without a doubt, he would be there for her.
“Hey,” she answered breathlessly.
“What’s wrong?” his voice was filled with concern. 
The whole story came spilling out. “Rufus and I are sitting in the Jeep and I am about to look for pet friendly hotels. No wonder this place was available.”
“I’ll try John, are you all right to drive over?”
“We don’t have to invade your house again. Honestly, I can find somewhere--” 
“Claire, I love having you and Rufus here and I’d love some company during the storm. I would have invited you but we’re taking it slow. You know?”
“Yeah, I know.” She didn’t want to take it slow. She wanted to do naughty things to him first in front of the fire and then again up in his rather cozy looking bed. “We’ll be over in fifteen.”
As she pulled into his driveway, the garage door for the empty stall started going up. She slid her Jeep into the spot, thinking it was a perfect fit, just like Caleb. As the garage door went down, she opened her car door and Rufus jumped to life in the back, making a dash out of the car and into the mudroom. “He missed you.” She grinned at Caleb. The rain continued to pour outside but she climbed out of her seat in his nice dry garage. 
“He missed my fireplace.” He returned the grin but it soon slid off his face. “You’re soaked, again.”
“I always seem to be wet around you.” She blurted out before the innuendo occurred to her. Her cheeks turned a bright shade of pink.
His response was to take her wet coat off her shoulders and toss it on the mudroom floor. In an instant, she was in his arms, the heat of his kiss warming her completely.
She was only dimly aware that he had picked her up and was carrying her and only noticed when her feet touched the ground and his head lifted from hers. “I thought you might like a hot shower.” He released her from his arms and running an unsteady hand through his hair, started backing out of the bedroom.
In response, she pulled her shirt over her head. “Where are you going?” she quirked an eyebrow, undoing her bra and letting it fall to the floor. Then she kicked off her wet shoes, so that she was standing in soaking, skin tight jeans as she turned to face him.
His voice shook slightly as he answered. “We’re taking it slow.”
“I’m rather lonely, standing over here by myself.” Her lips puckered. “And it feels like we’ve been taking forever.”
He stood for one more second before he peeled his shirt off and pressed her back into his arms. She didn’t have long to note his sculpted set of abs before his warm skin was pressed against hers.
 His hands were all over her body and she grew even hotter at his touch. When his fingers hit the button on her jeans, she wiggled to help him get the stuck fabric over her hips. “Jesus, you’re gorgeous,” he murmured as he pushed his own pants off, starting up the shower.
He picked her up as he slid open the glass door. She locked her legs around him as the warm water hit her back. With barely a nudge, he slid inside her, filling her up and she groaned at the sensation.
“Oh Claire.” His guttural moan only heightened her pleasure as they were both swept away by their heightening passion.
She could feel she was close. “Taking it slow has made me…” Her breath was coming out in short pants. “I’m going to--” She cried out as she climaxed.
He seemed to lose any control he had, climaxing with her.
His lips sought hers again. “Spectacular.”
They were still joined together, her legs locked around him, while he supported her weight by holding her ass.
“I hope I didn’t rush―“ She gasped as he grabbed a bar of soap and started soaping her body, starting with her chest. “You,” she managed to push out, her body responding to his touch.
He trailed kisses down her collarbone letting the warm spray rinse off the soap. “We’ve got all night to go slow.” He brought his mouth to her nipple, giving it a long slow kiss. “You may have the most perfect breasts I have ever seen. But I’ll check the other just to be sure.”
He pulled out of her, only to set her down and continue soaping, rinsing, and kissing her. He was oh so slow and methodical as he slid his hands and lips along every inch of her body. Within minutes, she was breathless and near out of her mind.
When his fingers brushed the hair between her legs, she gasped again, her head lulling backwards. “Caleb.”
“I don’t know if I ever heard anything sexier than you saying my name.”  He stood wrapping his arms around her. “What would you think about continuing this somewhere else?”
“Yes,” she gasped out. “Fire.”
He gave a masculine growl deep in his throat. “Perfect.”
Turning off the water, he stepped out and grabbed two fluffy white towels. He wrapped one around her, and began drying her off.
“Caleb, you don’t have to do that. You’re so good to me. I don’t…” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t know how to tell him how much she appreciated all the care he gave her. She had come here to be on her own but had discovered that what she had really wanted for someone to love and cherish her. And she’d give it all back and more if he’d give her the chance.
“Claire, I’ve only started.” And then his lips covered hers again.
The storm raged outside, she could hear the waves crashing onto the bluff as rain poured down but she paid it little mind. She had never been warmer in her entire life. They made love late into the night when the rain finally calmed to a steady patter on the roof. 
They lay snuggled together on his bed. It was as cozy as she imagined, when the noise was interrupted by the growling of his stomach. She giggled. 
He gave a lazy chuckle, “I think I missed dinner.”
“I’ll cook you something. I could eat too.”
He rolled away. “That would be amazing. I’ll get you a t-shirt.”
“I brought clothes this time.” She gave him a wink.
“Oh, but it’s so much more fun when you wear my stuff.”
She arched an eyebrow. “I suppose it is.” And she slipped the shirt on that he brought for her. Glancing down, she nearly choked. “You went to Harvard Medical School?”
“I know right? Had I realized I would only be opening a Truro office, I might not have bothered. Where did you go to school?”
“BU. I studied finance. And now, I am a bank assistant manager in that same town.”
“ So does it make you better with money? Studying finance?”
“I think so. I’ve made quite a bit on the stock market. I only rented that place from John because not much was available but maybe I’ll use my savings to buy something.”
They headed down the stairs to the kitchen. She started rummaging through the fridge pulling out eggs, bacon, peppers to make a quick omelet. He watched her efficient movements.
“I’m just going to say it. You cooking in my kitchen, in my t-shirt, may be the sexiest thing you’ve done all night and it has been the hottest night of my life.”
“Mine too.” She came around the island to give him a kiss.
“So, I have a friend that has a P-Town condo that sits empty all winter. I bet you could rent it cheap.”
“What about Rufus?” She held her breath. That would be too good to be true.
“He’s got two dogs of his own so I doubt he’d mind. That way you can take your time finding something more permanent.”
 “Caleb, I don’t even know how to begin thanking you.” She stirred the eggs into meat and veggies.
“That smells fantastic. I’ll tell you what, you can promise to come cook often. How about that?”
“It’s a deal.” He came behind her at the stove and she turned to kiss him. “The only problem will be getting Rufus to leave.”
“Well, we’ll have to see what we can do about that.”




CRAZY PUPPY LOVE

CHAPTER SEVEN
Six blissful months passed. Claire had never been happier. Caleb’s friend had given her a short term lease and Caleb had convinced John to give her full deposit back. It hadn’t been hard. The place needed serious repairs.
Claire had checked out some condos. With the money she had saved, she couldn’t afford a house. It was just too much on her bank salary. She had looked at a couple of condos but they were small and outdated. Not that it mattered that much, she spent most of her time at Caleb’s anyway. Maybe that was the problem. His house made her feel at home. No other place could compare.
On a Friday late in April, he called her at work. “I have a surprise for you. Can I pick you up at five? I’ll meet you at your place.”
“I’ll have to ask--”
“Your boss already agreed and Lisa’s going to take Rufus. Oh, and wear a dress.”
“What kind of dress?” she asked, anticipation filling her.
“Nice dinner kind. See you at five?” His voice held a note of hesitation like he was worried she would say no.
“Absolutely.”
“Great. I love you, sweetheart.”
“I love you too.” She hung up the phone. Standing from her desk she wandered out to the front. Lisa had been promoted to loan officer.
“Hey,” her friend called.
“Hey, any idea what Caleb is up to?”
“No clue, what did he say?” 
“Dress for dinner, meet him at the docks.”
“Maybe it’s the dinner.”
“Which one is that?” Claire looked at Lisa perplexed. 
Lisa sighed. “Steve and Caleb went shopping last weekend. What else do you think they’re shopping for but jewelry? A special kind.” Her friend gave her isn’t this obvious look. 
“But we’ve only been dating six months and…” Her voice trailed off.
“And you practically live at his house. The two of you are inseparable and he can’t take his eyes off you.”
She could barely drive home, as her mind turned over the possibility that he could be asking her to marry him. Calm down she chided herself. It wasn’t unlike Caleb to plan a surprise for her just to show that he cared. It was one of the many things she loved about him.
Love, it was amazing to have actually and completely fallen in love with a man who loved her with the same conviction back. She didn’t need a ring to tell her that.
With that in mind, Claire jumped into the shower.  She dried her hair and applied a little makeup. As she was about to slip into her dress, the doorbell rang. Tossing on a silky robe, she ran to the door. She took a quick peek through the peephole and then opened the door for Caleb. 
As he slid the door closed, she threw her arms around his neck. He gave her a squeeze and their lips met. “What a greeting,” he murmured between kisses.
“I missed you, and I am feeling particularly lucky to have you,” she replied still peppering him with kisses.
“I love you, sweetheart, but if you keep kissing me like that, we’ll never make our reservation.” His hands were sliding down her back and over the swell of her buttocks.
“Mmmm,” she murmured. “Maybe we should just have dinner in.”
Caleb deliberately put space between them, stepping back and holding her firmly at arm’s length. She was concerned for a second until he winked at her. “Now, let’s pack you some clothes.” With that, he headed for the only bedroom in the condo.
“Spare clothes? What?” She followed, growing interested in the night’s agenda.
“It’ll be cold on the water, bring a warm coat.” He threw a grin over his shoulder as he disappeared into the room.
Claire zipped into her favorite black dress, and assessed her appearance. It showed off her hour glass curves perfectly with a hint of cleavage. Her hair was blown out and her lips were just a touch swollen from being kissed.
“Wow,” Caleb whispered from behind her.
She slipped her heels on and grabbed a long coat. “That good?” 
Growing serious, he took her hand. “Claire, I’m just so lucky to have you.”
Softly, she stepped closer to him, giving his lips a gentle brush. “I’m the lucky one.”
His hands lightly brushed her hair back. “Let’s go. We don’t want to be late.”
“Late for what?” Her eyes brows raised in a teasing expression.
“You’ll find out.”
“We won’t be too late tomorrow, will we? I have to look for a new place. All the good ones are filling up fast.”
“I won’t let you go homeless, I promise.”
“All right, I’ll stop asking questions, lead on.” She took his hand.
Entering on to the street, he didn’t lead her to his car but down the street to the docks. As they walked down the giant pier, they veered off to the Boston ferry. “The plot thickens,” she teased as they boarded the fast boat that would take them to the Boston Harbor.
At this time of year, the ferry was nearly empty. In another month it would be crowded with people. She slipped on her coat as they headed for the bow of the boat. As they left Provincetown, Claire giggled to see a group of seals singing on the beach. “We should take the ferry more often, it’s so beautiful.”
	“It is.” He held her tight as they moved out to sea. “You know, I’ve been thinking of your housing situation and I think I know the perfect place for you and Rufus to live.”
“Where’s that?” she asked taking her eyes off the beach to look at him.
“With me.” He grinned.
She held her breath. This was the big announcement. She loved Caleb, and honestly, she was never happier than tucked in his house, cuddled up with him. It had been the most amazing winter of her life. “Really? It’s a big step and Rufus is a slobbery pain. I mean, I love him, but I understand if you don’t want him―”
“Of course I want Rufus. Besides, how would he survive a winter without my fireplace?”
A bubble of joyful laughter rose out of her chest. “Yay, we’re moving in together!”
Picking her up, he gave her a little spin. They were moving out to sea, the wind started tossing her hair.  “I’m so glad you’re happy about it.” He stepped back and reached in his pocket and then pulled out a small black box. “Claire, I want to be with you every day for the rest of my life. Since you’ll already be living with me, would you do the honor of being my wife?”
She blinked twice. “Yes.” Her hands were shaking as she held out her left one out and he slipped on the ring. 
He gave her a long deep kiss that after seven months of dating, still left her breathless. “Phew.” His eyes crinkled with laugh lines as he pulled her closer. “I was thinking that I would wait till the restaurant but it’s so beautiful here and I couldn’t wait any longer.”
“Were you nervous? Of course I would say yes. But I’m curious. Why did you ask me to live with you first?” She leaned against him as she tilted her head back to look in his eyes.
“Well, if you said no to living together, you probably didn’t want to marry me. It seemed like there was less potential for rejection.” His hand came up to rub the back of his neck.
“Oh silly. I love you more than I ever loved anyone. You are so perfect for me.”
“You’re perfect for me too. I love you, sweetheart.” He kissed her forehead. “I know I just asked but where are we going to have the wedding?”
“Definitely on the beach. Rufus can be the ring bearer but you’re in charge of making sure he doesn’t drown.”
“You got it.” He gave her another kiss and she sighed. Who would have thought that moving to a place for some alone time would mean that she would get her happily ever after.




EXCERPT

BARKING MAD LOVE
CHAPTER ONE
 
You have got to be kidding me.” Kathryn Stewart closed her eyes, counting to ten. Things just kept getting worse. She blamed her mother, really. All growing up, the woman had drilled in her head the importance of being a Good Samaritan. Now she was knee deep in, well… it wasn’t shit, but it was probably worse. 
The dog next to her whimpered in pain and Kat automatically made a move to pet her. Poor thing. She put her hand back on the steering wheel. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to pet the dog, it was just that she was a thousand miles from home, travelling to see a man she barely liked. That wasn’t even the worst of her troubles. Her job was in tatters, her landlord hadn’t renewed her lease so she had no place to go back to and… 
Lucy whimpered again. “I’m sorry, girl. Hang in there.” She would be so relieved to see Luke’s face even if she did hate his guts. How had her life turned so completely upside down? 
 
It had started a month ago, on a warm June day, when she had come across a stray dog in the park on her morning run. The mangy thing had looked so pathetic. It whimpered and crawled towards her, pulling on those heart strings her mother had carefully instilled in her chest. The ones she always tried to cover. Unable to refuse, she had loaded the animal in her car and brought it to her friend’s veterinary clinic.
Carl was her best friend, they had graduated from Boston University together. Sophomore year, they had lived on the same floor, and had flirted incessantly but, somehow, never dated. Then, they had both stayed near Boston. He went to Tuft’s Veterinary School and she got a Master’s in Education.
They saw each other less since he had gotten married but they were still close enough that she could call him without thinking. “Carl, I need your help. I found a stray and I don’t know what to do with it.”
“You can call animal control, if you want. They’ll come take the dog,” he replied too neutrally into the phone. There must have been something he wasn’t telling her.
“Where would the dog go after that? Would it be taken care of? Would they find it a home?” She glanced in the rearview mirror again. The dog had stretched out on the seat looking completely at home.
“They’ll try, if they think it’s healthy enough or if they’re not too full.”
“And if they are full or the dog isn’t healthy?” A little panic crept in her voice.
Carl, on the other hand, had that soothing, tone that doctors used to calm their patients. “Why don’t I open the clinic for you? You can bring him in and I can have a look.” That tone helped Kat, too.
“Her, I think it’s a her. I’ll be there in forty-five.” She hung up the phone looking at the mangy animal in her back seat. Its soulful eyes stared pathetically back.
Under the layers of dirt, she looked like she could be beautiful. A short snout and floppy ears that begged to be pet.
Kat climbed out of her Accord and crossed the small parking lot to Carl’s Mendon Clinic. He stood on the front step waiting for her. It was a small building in a rural town but it was getting a reputation for excellent small animal care. 
“You look fantastic,” he said by way of greeting, along with a peck on the cheek and a big bear hug.
“You’re full of shit,” she replied in return. She had been running when she found the dog. Now her hair was limp and her clothes crumpled and damp from sweat. But she still knew what he meant. She had finally lost the nagging ten pounds that had been plaguing her since college. 
“Seriously, you’re taking good care of yourself. You should be proud.” Carl wiggled his eyebrows at her.
She chuckled. “Thanks. You look great too. Married life agrees with you.”
“That it does. You ought to think about getting married. It does a body good.” He flexed, wiggling his eyebrows again. He had always been a ham. It made him a great doctor and a fun friend but Kat had always had trouble taking him seriously. Maybe that was why they had never dated.
“Let’s not start that!” She gave an exaggerated sigh. She didn’t mind his ribbing but today it struck a cord. She had been feeling the same way lately. It would be nice to have someone to share her life with. She had watched as all her friends, including Carl, had gotten married. They were all busy with their own lives. “Want to meet my new friend?”
“Absolutely. Have you given her a name yet?” He craned his neck to see in the back seat.
“God no! I’m not keeping her. I just didn’t want to turn her over to strangers. Especially not knowing what they might do with her. I thought maybe you could help me find her a home.”
“Maybe,” he replied evasively. “Let’s have a look.”
“How come the clinic is closed?”
“It’s my day to open late. I did surgery well into the evening last night. Peggy is already here, feeding and walking the dogs that had to stay over.” He opened her door and out came the mangy girl. It had short brown hair with a streak of white between its nose but it was matted and dirty. Her short nose sniffed the air with hesitation. The poor thing was rail thin but its back stood taller than her knee. 
“She looks like a boxer, pure bred no less.” Carl reached his hand out for the dog to sniff. “Come on, girl,” Carl’s voice was soft and he made no sudden movements but the dog pressed its dirty body up against Kat, giving a small whimper.
“It’s all right, now. Carl isn’t going to hurt you. Come on.” Kat gently touched the dog who immediately obeyed.
“Are you sure you’re not keeping her?” Carl wrapped a temporary leash around her neck. “She likes you and in all honesty, I worry about you. You could do with a little companion―”
“Carl, I’m gone too much to take care of a dog like that. You know that.” Her mouth pinched together. She knew what he was about to say.
“You could put a little less into teaching. What they ask of you versus what they pay…it’s crazy. And having a dog around when you’re dating wouldn’t be bad either.” Even his best super calm doctor voice didn’t keep her from prickling. 
“You’re giving me advice about working less.” Irritation laced her voice. She took a deep breath. She had this tendency to bite people’s heads off or hit them with sharp words. She used it to hide what a softy she really was. But Carl didn’t deserve it. He was trying to help her. 
And he had a point. She had been working too much lately, but that came with the territory in a high performing district. It had been all right for the first few years, but lately she had been wondering if it was the right fit for her. And in terms of dating, she didn’t want to admit she hadn’t been doing very much of it. She was tired of the scene. None of this was Carl’s fault, however, so she tried to dial back her anger. “Let’s just focus on the dog, okay?”
 
 “Fine.” He sounded a little irritated and Kat winced.  “Let’s start by feeding her and then maybe giving her a bath. With her comfortable and clean, I can really assess her health.” Carl gently guided the dog up the steps.
Within minutes, the dog had water and was now delicately taking bites of food from Kat’s hand. Carl said she needed to eat slowly, which was why they couldn’t just give her a bowl. The dog was clearly ravenous but she gently took each bite and Kat’s heart melted a little more with each nudge of the dog’s nose.
“We’ll feed her more in a little bit.” Carl patted the dog’s head. “Let’s give her a bath.” He stepped around the corner and came back out with a kiddie pool.
“Really? That’s what we’re bathing her in?” She raised her eyebrows.
“Even thin, she’s got to weigh sixty pounds. What would you bathe her in? She’s not going to fit in my sink.”
Laughter bubbled out of her lips. “Can I get in there too? I could use a soak.”
“You wouldn’t be saying that if you had seen some of the dogs that were bathed in this thing.” He scrunched up his face like he had smelled something bad.
“Yuck.” She gave a mock shiver as she petted the dog’s head. “Let’s call her Lucy for now. It isn’t right for her to not have a name.”
He gave her a long look. “Lucy it is.” He reached for a hose and began filling up the tub, adding a generous squirt of soap. 
Lucy sniffed twice and made a dash for the pool. Carl looked slightly surprised but gave her a pat on the head. “She trusts you so why don’t you wash around her head and I’ll take the business end.”
Kat laughed again. She had missed her friend―when he wasn’t giving her a lecture about her life choices.
Carl handed her a cloth and she started washing around Lucy’s head. The water quickly turned brown but Lucy looked like she was in absolute heaven. Carl began working on her back legs and then moved up towards her midsection. Suddenly, he stopped. Kat stopped too and watched as his hands moved deliberately over the dog. His eyes were narrowed and his eyes fixed pointedly on the pool of water.
As he was rarely this serious, Kat held her breath, watching him work. “What is it?”
A grimace passed over his face. “I’ll have to do an ultrasound but I believe Lucy is pregnant.”
Relief, washed through her. She was worried it was more serious. “That’s not so bad, right?”
“Honestly, it isn’t good. It was going to be tough to place Lucy in a shelter that wouldn’t kill her. But a whole litter of puppies? They would have to feed and provide medical care for Lucy twelve weeks or longer. Most aren’t willing to do it.”
Kat sucked in her breath. She looked down at Lucy’s gentle eyes, half closed in the ecstasy of the bath. How could she send Lucy off knowing she would likely die? “I couldn’t possibly.”
Carl gave her a grin. “I was hoping you would say that, Kat. That’s what I have always liked about you, you have a good heart.”
“Don’t let people hear you say that. But, Carl, I can’t keep her and a whole litter of puppies.” Her voice rose with every word as her soapy hands came to her cheeks.
“Just take her for now. It’s almost summer vacation. Give me some time to find her a new home.” He gave Lucy a pat. “It’ll all work out, won’t it, girl? Yes it will.” He talked to her in a baby voice and her short little tail started wagging in the water.
“All right. I’ll take her home for now but you have to promise me you will find her a new home. I cannot have an entire litter of puppies. My landlord is probably going to kick me out for having one dog.” She brushed her hair away from her face as she spoke, effectively smearing bubbles all through her blonde tresses.
“Fair enough. Let me make some calls and see what I can figure out.” He brushed the bubbles out of her hair.
“Thanks, Carl. I really appreciate you helping me with this,” she said as she patted Lucy’s head. The dog’s warm brown eyes stared back at her and Kat’s insides melted. Lucy needed someone to look out for her. She didn’t want to admit it, but Carl was right. Kat was lonely and Lucy was already filling that gap.
 
***
 
 
The phone jarred Kat awake. It was the first day of summer vacation so Kat and Lucy were doing vacation right. They had curled up on the couch and fallen sound asleep.
“Sheeelllooo,” her slurred voice barely pushed out into the phone.
“Kat?” It took Kat a full three seconds to register Carl’s voice.
“Carl?” She returned the question.
“Were you sleeping?” he asked incredulously. “It’s three o’clock on a Wednesday.” 
“Don’t judge me. I was up half the night packing,” she grumped as she reached out to pet the still sleeping dog.
“You’re moving?” there was a note of wariness in his voice.
Kat caught herself. This was not Carl’s fault. She had made the decision not to send Lucy to a shelter and therefor it was her own doing that the landlord was kicking her out. “It’s time to get a bigger place. Did you find anyone to take Lucy?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact I did. It’s going to require a little work from you but it will be great for Lucy and the pups.”
“Really, that’s amazing, who is it?”
“It’s my brother… Luke.” Carl hesitated before he said Luke’s name. 
She knew why. Kat and Luke didn’t exactly get along. He was arrogant and self-assured in a way that seemed to throw her off her game and ultimately annoy her. She retaliated by yelling at him. First of all, he was way too handsome. And unlike Carl, who was always joking, he was serious all the time with a penetrating glare that made Kat feel judged. 
They had met a few times when she and Carl were in school and then again at Carl’s wedding. The negative energy between them was palpable, though they managed to keep the peace. But people noticed anyway. Carl’s mother had given them several long glances over the course of the evening.
“Okay,” she responded with a wary tone. “So what work will I need to do?”
“You know Luke has a ranch in Montana. He’d like to see if Lucy or any of the pups show aptitude for herding cattle. But even if they don’t, he says he can find homes for them. The only hiccup is Lucy can’t fly in her condition so you’d have to drive. I’ve found a few pet friendly hotels along the way. You can stay at Luke’s―”
“I won’t,” she replied hotly.
“Holster it, cowboy. He’s trying to help.” Carl’s voice held a note of warning. 
Kat took a deep breath. Carl once told her that he thought she was in love with his brother. That they had a ‘pull your pigtails on the playground’ relationship. She’d hotly denied it and told him that his brother was the most annoying man on the planet. Only she had been way ruder than that. He had gotten angry then and hadn’t spoken to her for a week. She had to tread carefully. “I couldn’t put him out like that.”
“It’s your choice but there are no hotels nearby that will take Lucy so she’s got to stay on the ranch. I emailed you his address and number. Don’t wait too long to head out. Lucy isn’t going to be pregnant much longer.”
She sighed heavily. “I’ll get the rest of my stuff in the storage unit tomorrow and then we’ll head out. Do you think if I don’t get back in time to find a place, I can stay with you and Melissa?”
“Of course! I’ve got the day off tomorrow so we’ll come help you get your stuff in storage.”
“Thanks, Carl. You’re both really good friends. I’m lucky to have you.” 
“Sure thing, now get your bags packed. You’re heading West, cowboy!”
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
	Kat looked down at Lucy. Her GPS had stopped working ten miles ago and she was absolutely certain that Lucy’s water had just broken all over her leg and the front seat of her car. Finally, her cell got a few bars of service. She’d tried to dial Luke at least twenty times, without getting through, but now she hit send again.
	The phone rang no less than fifteen times before a deep voice finally answered, “Hello.”
	“Luke, is that you?” her strangled voice choked out.
	“Kat? What’s wrong?”
	“It’s Lucy. I’m almost at the ranch. At least, I think I am. But her water just broke and her breathing is labored and I have no idea how long I have until I get to your house―”
	“How long ago did you turn off?” Kat almost forgot to be scared. She was immediately annoyed. He had interrupted her.
	“Maybe twenty minutes,” she huffed out.
	He gave a chuckle. “You’re almost at the house. I’ll meet you outside to help you bring in Lucy. The whelping box is all ready to go.”
	She gulped. What the hell was a whelping box?
	Every other thought left her head as the ranch came into view and Luke stepped out the door. Her entire body tensed. He had always been the tall, dark, and handsome type but now, his shoulders were even broader, his arms more muscular. Even in the setting sun, she could see his tan and it was damn sexy.
	Pulling her car up by the barn, she cut the engine. Luke snapped the door open and she jumped out, nearly crashing into him. His hand immediately came to the small of her back to steady her. Electricity shot through her body and an ache started deep in the pit of her stomach. He was over six feet tall, compared with her five feet seven inches, and she had to tip her head back to look at him. He had a few more lines around his eyes, thanks to his time outdoors on the ranch, but it only made him more handsome.
	“Hi gorgeous.” He gave her a lopsided grin.
	Her face turned red. She knew he didn’t mean it. It was only meant to tease her. Normally she’d give a snarky comment back but she was too raw with Lucy and the truth ripped out of her mouth. “Why do you always have to say stuff like that? It hurts my feelings.” 
	He cocked his head, giving her a quizzical look. “Kat,” his voice was smooth like honey with just a touch of a drawl. “I’m not trying to hurt you. I say it because it’s true.”
	Her mouth hung slightly ajar. There was no way he meant that. All those comments, she had just assumed were his way of actually putting her down. He was being facetious. “What?” she asked incredulously.
	His hand came up to brush a strand of hair from face. “I’m glad you’re here, Kat. Is that better?”
	No words came out as she looked at him. Something was shifting inside of her and, with his simple words, she was re-seeing every interaction they had ever had. A whimper from the car seat interrupted her thoughts and spared her from answering.
	“It’s all right, Lucy,” she cooed softly.
	His hand rubbed her back and even in this situation, she felt hot liquid pooling between her thighs. Jesus Christ, he was turning her on. 
	“Can I ask you a question?” His voice was deliciously close to her ear.
	“Mmmm,” she murmured looking at Lucy.
	“Why are you all wet?” 
	“What?” her strangled cry choked out of her mouth.
	“Your pants. They’re all wet. Did you say Lucy’s water broke?” His eyebrows drew up and his lips parted as he looked at her with a question.
	God, she wanted to kiss him. Had Carl been right? Was she attracted to Luke? She’d bet the sex was amazing. He looked strong, she could ride him like nobody’s business. “I think so,” she answered, forcing herself to look back at Lucy. She needed to concentrate.
	“Let’s get her inside. Come on,” he called to Lucy. She gingerly got up and climbed out of the car. Luke opened up his arms and she went right to him. He picked her up without even trying and began carrying her into the house.
	“How did you get her to do that? She didn’t even like Carl.” Kat stared at his back as she raced to keep up with his long strides.
	“I’ve helped a lot of cows bring their calves into this world. She’s a smart girl and she senses that I’ll help her. Don’t you, sweetheart?” His soothing voice was meant for the dog, but it floated over her. She’d love to hear him whisper like that to her.
	If it was possible to be jealous of a dog, then Kat was in that moment. How did it take her this long to realize that she was attracted to Luke? She grimaced. Because she had skipped over being attracted to him and jumped to the part where he was surely rejecting her. She always got defensive when she thought he was teasing her.
	“Thanks for helping. I would have stayed and had Carl help with the delivery but then I would have had to transport all the puppies.” She bit her lip. That would have been a bigger mess than this. Kat opened the front door for him and he carried Lucy through.
	“Carl says that you’re moving.”
	“Yeah, though I don’t know where yet. I have to find a place when I get back.” If I can find a place, she thought to herself. Her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light and she looked around. Luke’s place was amazing. It was a little rough around the edges but it was clean as a whistle and it felt like a home. Old hardwood floors and big comfy couches. She could see straight down the hall to the kitchen and a giant butcher block table filled the eating area. It was the perfect family gathering table. 
	“Can I ask you a question? Why not just get a place that allows dogs and keep Lucy? You obviously really love her. You drove all the way to Montana for her.” Luke quirked his eyebrows at her in a way that was incredibly sexy.
	“I’m off for the summer but I work so much during the school year. How could I keep her?”
	“Ah, yes. Carl mentioned long hours and not a lot of pay.”
	“Carl has been full of a lot of advice lately,” she huffed.
	She heard him take a deep breath. “I know I am pushing the envelope here, but he just wants to see you happy. I know he’s worried about you.”
	Her nostrils flared. “Now you’re meddling in what isn’t your business.”
	“And you’re a tyrant who is being grumpy with people who care about you.” His voice was even but he turned to give her a pointed stare.
	Kat glared back. She hadn’t been her five minutes and he was already giving her a hard time. “This is why you drive me crazy.”
	“Because I’m not afraid of you? You’ve made it clear what you think of me, but let me tell you what I think about you. You push people away who care about you and I know you have a good heart―” Luke stopped as Lucy let out a guttural noise. “Shit,” he hissed.
	He moved quickly down the hall and through the kitchen, to a back family room. There was a large wooden box in one corner. The sides were close to three feet tall but the front was only a foot.  The inside was lined with blankets and Luke laid Lucy down in the box. 
	The dog panted and then with a push, out came a puppy. It was wrapped in a sac and Kat gasped. She reached out to it but Luke gently grabbed her hand. “Lucy knows what to do.”
	“Are you sure?” her voice trembled as Lucy began to lick at the puppy, removing the amniotic sac. Another was already being birthed. “Holy shit,” she breathed.
	“It’s amazing, if you think about it.” His hand gently massaged hers. “Everything else is stripped away and it’s just life. Beautiful life.”
	The puppy gave a tiny perfect squeal. Lucy cleaned its belly and Kat could see that it was a little girl. Her heart completely melted at the sight of this tiny little puppy. “I could use a little more of beautiful life.”
	“Do you like being a teacher?” His voice was quiet now.
	“I love it. Well, I love the kids. All the rest, the testing, the state standards, the parent expectations…” She didn’t bother to finish. It didn’t need to be said. “And Carl is right, I need to make some changes but I don’t where to start.”
	“Why don’t you start by holding that adorable puppy? Lucy is cleaning the next one.” He pointed at the small pup that had stolen her heart.
Kat gently lifted the tiny bundle with its eyes tightly closed. She held it up to inspect it. It was so cute, It’s brown body the color of rich mahogany wood with a little white stripe between its eyes. It stretched in her hands the dog coughed twice, sending a stream of mucus out of its mouth. “Oh!” she cried as a torrent gooey junk hit her collarbone. “Crap!” She made her icky face as it dripped down her chest and between her boobs. 
 
Want to read the rest? http://amzn.to/2digBKX
 



ABOUT TAMMY ANDRESEN
Tammy Andresen lives with her husband and three children just outside of Boston, Massachusetts.  She grew up on the Seacoast of Maine, where she spent countless days dreaming up stories in blueberry fields and among the scrub pines that line the coast.  Her mother loved to spin a yarn and Tammy filled many hours listening to her mother retell the classics.   It was inevitable that at the age of 18, she headed off to Simmons College, where she studied English literature and education.  She never left Massachusetts but some of her heart still resides in Maine and her family visits often.
You can learn more about Tammy by visiting her website. www.tammyandresen.com
Twitter: http://twitter.com/tammyandresen
Facebook: http://facebook.com/authortammyandresen
 
 
What the Critics are saying
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