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			The man looked like he’d ridden out of a Western movie blockbuster.

			He was in black from head to toe. Boots, jeans, a T-shirt and a cowboy hat. He had a darkly shadowed jaw and...

			...and he was nothing like any man who Andi would ever consider suitable to date but...

			...but she had to concede that he was absolutely drop-dead gorgeous—with that kind of rough-diamond, bad-boy...yeah...cowboy vibe.

			He was also more than annoyed. Andi fully expected him to tell her exactly what he thought of her for not having control over her dog and putting his livestock at risk, so she was totally disarmed when he did speak.

			“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked calmly. “When you fell over?”

			Oh, my... Those tears were even closer now but for a very different reason. This modern-day cowboy actually sounded as if he cared, and given the fragile emotional space she was being forced into by being here, it touched something that went far deeper than Andi was comfortable with.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			I’ve been an animal lover all my life despite being bitten at various times—by dogs, an angry cat, a ferret and even a wild mouse that I tried to catch and take home. I was pony-mad, too, and ended up with both dogs and horses in my life as a teenager, and then I added more dogs, donkeys, cats and chickens as an adult.

			So it’s probably no surprise that I love writing stories that feature vets and their patients and they, of course, are also animal lovers so they get to have their own pets. My gorgeous cowboy hero, Jack, in City Vet, Country Temptation has a horse called Custard and a super-smart border collie called Bess. My heroine, Andi, has the cutest schnoodle—her fur child, Pingu—and they all have a part to play in a story that’s been a joy to write.

			I hope you get just as much pleasure from every character, both human and animal, and how they get to the heartwarming future they all deserve as I did.

			Happy reading.

			With love,

			Alison xxx
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			For Pauline

			Who loves dogs as much as I do.

			And for Gracie who knows how special she is xx.
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			“The love story is built up slowly but surely with just the right amount of passion and tenderness. This novel will tug at your heartstrings and give you hope in miracles. All romance readers need to grab a copy of this terrific tale ASAP.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LIFE JUST DIDN’T get any better than this...

			Jack Dunlop stood up in his stirrups to get a better view of the mob of sheep flowing down the steep gully towards him. It was late enough in the day for the sun to be sinking behind the spectacular mountain range that bordered this property on the outskirts of Cutler’s Creek and that was making it a little more difficult to see everything that was happening despite the cowboy-style hat he was wearing, so he shaded his eyes with his hand.

			Then he made a U shape with his middle finger and thumb, wrapped his lips over them and gave a loud whistle.

			‘That’ll do, Bess,’ he yelled. ‘That’ll do...’

			His dog dropped out of sight amongst the tussock and the sheep slowed down, bunching together to wait, watching the farm dogs warily. Jack waited for his father to appear at the back of the herd, with the other dogs, having rounded up any stragglers amongst the rocky outcrops of the foothills. There was no sign of Dave Dunlop yet, but Jack was more than happy to take a moment to enjoy the scenery and he relaxed into his saddle again and turned to look towards the old family homestead—a solid stone, two-storied house that had been built well over a hundred years ago. The dwelling might be on the other side of the main road that divided the property, but both the house and ancient shearing shed looked as much a part of this New Zealand landscape as the mountains on this wilder side of the road.

			He reached down to pat his horse’s neck and loosened the reins to let him stretch his head down to find a few blades of grass.

			‘How lucky are we, Custard?’ he mused out loud. ‘To live in a place like this and spend an hour or two out here after work to unwind with the girls.’

			The ‘girls’ were a small mob of around a hundred and fifty sheep. It had started as no more than a way of keeping the grass down in the hard-to-reach places of the gullies in the foothills, but Jack had become interested in breeding these sheep with naturally coloured fleeces in all shades of black and brown and it was now an enjoyable hobby that he could share with his dad. They were rounding them up to take them into the yards, down on the flat land between the shearing shed and the house. Jack had brought the portable ultrasound scanner home so they could find out how many lambs each ewe was carrying and plan their supplementary feeding for the next few weeks.

			There was no guarantee they’d have the time to get the scanning done as well as the mustering, though. As the only veterinary surgeons in this rural community, one of them always needed to be backup even if they weren’t formally on call because another out-of-hours vet could be based miles away or busy on another job. Besides, knowing that nobody around here would call them out during the night unless it was a real emergency, they would both want to do whatever they could to help an animal in trouble on their patch.

			If his father didn’t appear anytime soon, they might even run out of time to get them down the road and into the yards, anyway. Jack made a clicking sound with his tongue and Custard’s head came up instantly. Bess the dog stood up, waiting for instructions as she saw Jack move in her direction.

			‘Stand there,’ Jack commanded.

			This wasn’t going to take long. He could see the other dogs appearing from the gully now, driving a couple of wayward sheep. Then he saw his father’s horse, a black mare called Mary.

			And it was in that moment that he could feel the solid foundation of his life starting to tilt.

			Because the saddle was twisted sideways and his father was nowhere to be seen...

			The sheep scattered as Jack raced up the hill as fast as Custard could manage. He hurled himself off the horse as he got through the entrance to the gully and saw the shape of his father lying flat on his back on the rocky ground.

			‘Oh, my God, Dad...are you okay?’ He crouched beside the older man. ‘What happened?’

			Dave Dunlop had his eyes shut. ‘Not sure,’ he said. ‘I think Mary slipped on a rock. We both went down. She... I think she might have stood on my back... I can’t feel my legs and my hands feel all weird and tingly...’

			A chill ran down Jack’s spine. ‘Don’t move,’ he said. ‘I’m going to call for help.’

			They were not only lucky enough to have a hospital in Cutler’s Creek but one of the local doctors, Isaac Cameron, was qualified as a specialist trauma surgeon. He was also one of Jack’s best mates. So was Ben, the senior paramedic in their ambulance station.

			‘I’m on my way,’ Zac told Jack as soon as he got the call. ‘I’ll get Ben on the road with the ambulance as well, but I have a feeling we’re going to need a chopper. I’ll get them on standby. Don’t let your Dave move a muscle and support his head so he can’t move his neck.’

			‘Onto it,’ Jack said.

			He ended the call and then knelt on the hard ground. He put his hands on either side of his father’s head, spreading his fingers to provide the best support he could.

			‘I’m sorry, son...’

			Dave sounded as though he was in severe pain and Jack’s heart broke.

			‘Don’t be sorry,’ he said, his voice rough. ‘It’s going to be okay. We’ve got through worse than this in the past, haven’t we?’

			‘You’re not wrong there, lad,’ Dave said quietly. ‘And yeah... We’ll get through this as well.’

			

			As dawn broke the following morning, however, Jack found himself fighting to retain that optimism.

			It wasn’t simply that he was exhausted physically after a sleepless night.

			He’d been part of a huge emergency response that had involved a good chunk of the close-knit community he’d grown up in. Bruce, the chief local policeman, had arrived along with Zac and Ben with the ambulance and coordinated everyone coming along the road who had stopped to offer assistance.

			A neighbouring farmer had taken the horses away to take their saddles and bridles off and shut them safely into a paddock beside the Dunlops’ house. A nurse on her way home from the hospital took the dogs back to their own kennels and promised to stay overnight to care for them. The sheep were in the far corner of their paddock, tightly bunched in a frightened huddle.

			Jack had become part of the medics’ determination to give his father the best of care, helping to immobilise him on a back board with his body, head and neck carefully secured with straps, cervical collar and tape. IV access was obtained and pain relief given, along with fluids and other drugs that could control complications that a spinal cord injury could cause, such as falling blood pressure and shock. They kept him warm and comfortable and reassured, monitoring his vital signs as they waited for a rescue helicopter to arrive. Even secured as well as he was, no one wanted to risk making a high spinal injury worse by carrying him down the steep, slippery slope to a ground surface that was flat enough for a helicopter to land, so it became a winch operation.

			A small, visibly shocked crowd gathered on the road to watch the rescue of a man who’d devoted his life to caring for their livestock and pets and it was in that moment that Jack was reminded of his mother’s funeral, where these same people had gathered to watch him stand beside his father, only five years old and bewildered by the turn that life had taken. The effect of that memory was to ramp up the fear for his father. And for himself, although he couldn’t let himself go anywhere near the horror of losing his only parent—the man who’d raised him alone and created a bond that made him the absolute rock in Jack’s life.

			Jack had run on adrenaline as he made arrangements to have a vet in the closest town cover Cutler’s Creek for any emergencies in the next few days and travelled with his father in the helicopter to the nearest specialist spinal injuries team and the intensive care his father might well need. Several hours later, the results of the scans were enough for the doctors to be cautiously hopeful that Dave might have escaped a life-changing injury and paralysis, but he needed urgent surgery and would be having a halo neck brace fitted, attached to his skull with metal pins, that would protect his neck as it healed.

			It was still an emotional rollercoaster for Jack as he paced the floor of a relatives’ room, waiting to be allowed into Recovery to see his father after the apparently successful surgery.

			He was, in fact, close to tears as he watched the sun coming up.

			Life could change in an instant, couldn’t it?

			There he’d been, thinking that life didn’t get any better than it was for him, but the shock of an accident that could have been catastrophic had left him realising how wrong he’d been.

			What would he have in his life if he’d lost the person who was his only family? The most important person in the world to him?

			He’d have a job he loved.

			A community that was like an extended family.

			He’d have his beloved dogs and his horse and a home he wanted to live in for the rest of his life.

			He’d have his friends, like Zac and Ben. Even a couple of ex-girlfriends who had been able to cope with only being in his life—and his bed—for a limited time.

			Okay...that was a lot. More than many people had in their lives, for sure.

			But it wasn’t really enough, was it?

			Because Jack had had a glimpse of being in his home with only his dogs for company and he’d seen the truth.

			And he didn’t like it.

			It was a great life, but it wasn’t quite what he’d dreamed of.

			It would, in fact, be what he’d most feared when he’d been that frightened five-year-old who’d just lost his mother.

			It would be...unbearably lonely...

			

			Andrea Chamberlain was not having the best day.

			‘I’m so very sorry, Mrs Parker.’

			The elderly woman had her hand pressed to her mouth and tears streaming down her cheeks. A small dog was lying on the high table between them and was now watching its owner with the kind of deep concern spaniels were so good at displaying. Andrea stroked the silky black head and gave him a reassuring ear rub.

			‘We can keep him comfortable for a little while yet,’ she told her client. ‘But there’s nothing more we can do. The MRI scan has shown us just how far the cancer has spread now. I’m so sorry,’ she said again, swallowing back her own tears. ‘I know this is the last news you wanted to hear.’

			And she knew exactly how hard this was going to be. Janice Parker lived alone with a dog she absolutely adored.

			Just how Andrea felt about her own fur baby, Pingu.

			Losing a beloved pet who had been such an important part of your life was always devastating. She’d seen—and totally empathised with—the fear in Janice’s eyes when she’d rushed her fifteen-year-old Cavalier King Charles spaniel, Toby, into the clinic a couple of weeks ago, having felt a hard lump in his abdomen. Toby had had a lumpectomy, which he recovered from quickly, but when the aggressive nature of the cancer had been identified, a scan was done to see if a chemotherapy course might be an option.

			It wasn’t.

			And it was only a matter of time before the kindest thing to do would be to make sure this little dog didn’t have to suffer. Thankfully, this appointment was the last one for Andrea this afternoon and she could take as much time as she needed to make a plan of how they could both help Toby get the best quality of life and the most happiness out of whatever time he had left.

			Andrea stayed in the consulting room for a few minutes after Mrs Parker had carried Toby back to the reception area. She pretended to be tidying shelves that contained all sorts of supplies and medications, but she was actually trying to get her head together so that she could face her colleagues without revealing the level of difficulty she’d had coping with that last appointment.

			Being too emotionally involved with a case could count against her in her bid to become one of the permanent partners of this practice—a goal she’d been working towards ever since she’d been lucky enough to score a locum position in what was the place she had dreamed of working ever since she’d decided to become a vet.

			A position that she’d been in for nearly two years now, but while the invitation to become a partner had been hinted at, it had not yet been formally extended. Perhaps it was because she was feeling so bad about Mrs Parker and Toby that her longed-for goal seemed further away than ever. She certainly didn’t feel inclined to stay late, as usual, to catch up on paperwork, chase lab results or go over details for the surgeries on her list in the morning. She could do all that later tonight.

			What she needed to do right now was to go and give her little dog a cuddle and then take him home. Pingu had a large, comfortable crate at the back of the hospital wing, where he snoozed between short walks or visits whenever Andrea could take a few minutes’ break in her working hours. Everybody here loved Pingu and helped look after him and that was another reason why she was so keen to make this job permanent.

			When that happened, her life would be perfect...

			Andrea opened the door of the consulting room to find the practice manager, Ginny, right in front of her.

			‘Andi...are you free for a few minutes?’

			‘I can be. What’s up?’

			‘Warren wants to see you in his office.’

			Warren was her boss. Everybody’s boss, here. He had set up his own small veterinary practice at least forty years ago not long after he’d graduated from vet school and he’d built it into the most prestigious and successful small animal practice in the city of Auckland.

			Ginny’s eyes were wide. ‘It sounds like he wants to talk to you about something important.’

			She knew how much Andrea wanted to join the practice. She also knew that Warren had the casting vote for the employment—or firing—of every staff member. She leaned closer to Andrea and lowered her voice to a whisper.

			‘Maybe this is it. The offer...’

			Andrea’s heart skipped a beat. Maybe it was.

			She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear before she knocked on Warren’s office door.

			‘Come in... Ah... Andi. Just the person I wanted to have a chat to. Do sit down...’

			Warren’s smile suggested that he was delighted to see her, in fact. As if he had some really good news he wanted to share, even. Andrea was smiling back as she sat down on the comfortable leather chair to one side of the antique desk that was Warren’s pride and joy.

			‘You’ve become a real asset to this practice,’ Warren said. ‘I’m hearing that you’re getting more and more referrals for orthopaedic surgery, which is hardly surprising given how well you’ve done in your postgraduate training. It’s the perfect area for you to specialise in, going forward, and it would be a good investment for us to facilitate any further training you want to do. Or set you up to get involved in some research.’

			Andrea’s breath caught in her chest. Funding specialist training or research projects was not something that would be done for a locum who could move on at any time.

			‘Top of the agenda for the next partners’ meeting is drawing up a partnership agreement for you, Andrea.’ Warren was still smiling.

			Yes...!

			But Warren’s smile faded slightly. ‘I do need you to do me a small favour in the meantime,’ he added.

			‘Of course,’ Andrea said. ‘What is it?’

			But Warren gave her a thoughtful stare before he spoke again.

			‘How old are you, Andrea?’

			‘Thirty-four.’

			He nodded slowly. ‘I was quite a few years younger than you when I started this practice, but it’s been my life’s work and it’s something I’m very proud of. It almost didn’t happen, though...’

			‘Oh...?’

			Warren shrugged. ‘I couldn’t afford it, even though it was much cheaper in those days to set up a clinic of your own. I was lucky enough to be offered a loan. My closest friend all through university—a man called Dave Dunlop—was setting up his own practice in Cutler’s Creek. He mortgaged his house to do it and he wanted to help me have the same opportunity, so he lent me the money.’

			‘That’s an amazing thing for someone to do. He must have been a very good friend.’

			‘He still is,’ Warren said. ‘I paid the money back, with interest, long ago, of course, but I suddenly find I’ve got the chance to help him as much as he helped me back then.’

			Andrea had no idea why this was relevant to her potential partnership. She was also slightly distracted by the mention of a place called Cutler’s Creek. Why was that name familiar?

			‘He was lucky to survive a fall from his horse a week or so ago. Even luckier that his cervical injury hasn’t resulted in paralysis. He’s been allowed to go home to recuperate, but he’s got a halo brace screwed into his skull and hardware attaching it to some kind of rigid chest harness, so he won’t be working for at least three months. He contacted me to ask if I knew of someone who could come and help his son run the practice while he’s out of action. Mixed practice. Rural and small-town stuff.’

			Did he want Andrea to find a potential locum?

			‘Where is Cutler’s Creek exactly?’ she asked.

			‘South Island. Central Otago. About an hour or so out of Queenstown. Gorgeous place, from what I’ve heard. Mountains, lakes, rich gold-mining history...’

			But Andrea wasn’t listening now. She didn’t want to hear about Central Otago. About a place she’d avoided even thinking about since she’d been five years old. Because she hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near that nightmare again.

			‘So I told him I had the perfect person.’ Warren’s voice broke through Andrea’s defence system. ‘Someone who can turn her hand to anything and do it well. So well that we’re intending to offer her a partnership.’

			‘Me...?’ Andrea’s voice came out as a horrified gasp. ‘Oh, no... I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.’

			‘Oh?’ Warren sounded surprised. ‘Why not?’

			‘Because I live here. I have a dog. An apartment full of pot plants.’ Okay...maybe that wasn’t a very good reason. ‘Clients who are depending on me,’ she added quickly. ‘Like Mrs Parker. I had to tell her that Toby’s condition is terminal today.’

			The quirk of Warren’s eyebrows made her feel as if she was stooping to using emotional blackmail by bringing Mrs Parker and her old dog into this equation.

			‘None of that needs to be a problem,’ he said smoothly.

			Unless you choose to make it one, his look suggested.

			‘I will look after Mrs Parker and Toby personally,’ he assured her. ‘Dave said he’s more than happy for you to bring your dog with you and I’m sure your concierge can look after your apartment and water your plants. It won’t cost you anything for accommodation, either. Dave’s got a big old house that’s been in the family for generations, but there’s also a shearer’s cottage if you prefer to be independent. He’s also happy to reimburse you for any travel costs, like the ferry crossing and fuel.’

			Andrea could feel her head turning slowly from side to side.

			No...no, no, no...

			Warren’s gaze was steady. He wasn’t smiling now.

			‘I owe this man,’ he said quietly. ‘If it hadn’t been for his faith in me and his generosity, this practice wouldn’t exist. Your job wouldn’t exist.’

			Oh, help... Was she supposed to feel grateful to this unknown old friend of Warren’s? Grateful enough to go somewhere she’d promised herself she’d never have to go again?

			‘I’d go myself, but I can’t abandon a large practice that I’m responsible for.’ Warren raised his hands, palms outwards in a gesture of defeat. ‘I’m also the chairman of the committee that’s running an international veterinarian symposium happening in less than eight weeks and we’ve still got a huge amount to organise.’

			He was holding Andrea’s gaze. ‘I would be very grateful if you could do this for me. Very grateful indeed.’

			And there it was. The offer of a partnership had been made but only informally. It could easily be rescinded if Andrea demonstrated that she wasn’t prepared to be a team player and put the best interests of the practice—and the stranger who’d made it possible that it existed in the first place—over any personal reservations.

			She wanted this job.

			It would be the final feather in her cap of total success.

			To fail in her goal to be a partner would mean that all her hard work and focus and personal sacrifice since she’d been old enough to recognise that perfectionism and success got you noticed—and valued—had been for nothing.

			The position as a partner would be the icing on the cake that, so far, consisted of her gorgeous penthouse apartment, the stunning Porsche 911 sports car that she’d managed to score in her favourite shade of Guards Red and, of course, the most adorable fur baby in the world.

			All good things. But the real status, the real respect and acknowledgement that other people thought she was something special, would come from becoming a partner.

			Andrea didn’t just want this job.

			She had to have it... She couldn’t allow herself to fail.

			She managed to summon a smile, even.

			‘Fine,’ she said. ‘How soon would you like me to go?’

			‘It’ll be at least a two-day drive, even with that flash car of yours.’ Warren was smiling back at her. ‘I suggest you get sorted tonight and hit the road first thing in the morning.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			IT WAS STILL THERE...

			Small, white wooden crosses were often hammered into the ground on the side of New Zealand roads to mark where a tragic car accident had occurred. If one had been placed recently, it often had some flowers attached to it, or even a photograph.

			This one, however, had been here for almost thirty years and Andrea Chamberlain was probably the only person who was still aware of its significance. She hadn’t planned on stopping to look at it—quite the opposite, in fact. But she’d recognised this patch of the road, probably because it had haunted her dreams ever since the accident. The slope of this hill where it had been carved through the rocky ground. The bridge over the small, fast-running stream at the bottom before the curve that took the road up the other side of this gully.

			There was a rest area on the other side of the bridge—a shingled space big enough for several cars to park, trees shading a picnic table and a track that led down the river to provide access for fishing or an opportunity for a tired driver to stretch their legs. It hadn’t been just for Pingu’s sake that Andi pulled off the road to stop for a few minutes. She might have prepared herself for the flash of memory that she knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid as she came down the hill towards the bridge, but it was so much sharper than she had anticipated it had stolen her breath away.

			She needed to try and centre herself and put these memories somewhere they couldn’t make these next few weeks unbearable for her.

			Andi left the roof down on her car as she clipped a lead to Pingu’s harness and walked down to the river. Carefully. On their last stop for a snack and fuel, she had changed into the smart, casual outfit she wanted to be wearing when she met her new, temporary boss. White jeans, a dark blue fitted denim shirt and stylish but comfortable shoes in her favourite slingback style. White, of course, to match her jeans, but the kitten heels made them a bit slippery on the rough stone pathway.

			It was a very warm spring afternoon and the air was fragrant. There were butterflies and bees drifting amongst the pink flowers of brier roses and she could smell wild thyme being crushed beneath her feet.

			‘This is where I grew up,’ she told Pingu. ‘Well, not here exactly because we’re nearly at Cutler’s Creek. But I lived just outside Queenstown with my mum and dad and it was...’

			...perfect, that’s what it had been. Not that Pingu was interested. He was dipping his white, fluffy feet into the icy cold water of a mountain stream. A curly poodle cross, he was all white apart from where he was black around his eyes, had black ears and a big patch on his back like a black saddle blanket. He’d looked like a penguin when Andi had seen his photo as a newborn puppy, so it had been easy to find a name for him.

			When he’d had a paddle and a drink and Andi had recovered her courage, she led him across the bridge. The cross that some long-forgotten family friend had put up was almost hidden amongst a colourful patch of orange and yellow Californian poppies and that was when the tears prickled at Andi’s eyes.

			Her mother had loved these cheerful, little wildflowers and she could remember picking bunches of them. Not here, of course. She wasn’t quite sure how she could be so certain they hadn’t been growing here back then. Maybe the idea that her mother had somehow made it happen was too irresistible. A touch from an angel? An apology to that small girl who’d been trapped in the car seat that had kept her perfectly safe in the mangled wreckage of the car. Waiting and waiting for someone to come and help.

			For someone to make her parents wake up because they were so fast asleep in the front seats that they couldn’t hear her crying for them.

			Andi stooped to pick one of the bright flowers. She tucked the stalk behind her ear. It was then she became aware of a new sound nearby. One that was just as familiar as the sound of cicadas even though she hadn’t heard it since her childhood—the slightly anxious sounds a flock of sheep made when they were being kept moving but weren’t quite sure where they were going. The muffled barks of more than one dog were close enough to be a warning that these sheep were coming around the corner on the other side of the bridge.

			‘Come on, Pingu. We’d better get out of the way.’

			But Andi was a moment too late in tightening her hand around the end of his leash. The little black-and-white dog had also heard the barking and the calls of the sheep and he pulled the leash from her hand and he was off, running to find out what was going on and barking as loudly as he could.

			‘Pingu... No...’

			He couldn’t hear her. Or he didn’t want to hear her. Pingu was over the bridge now and the excitement of being near this crowd of huge creatures with his own sort of woolly coats was too much. To the disgust of a farm dog who was doing its best to control the mob from the front and the farmer on a horse on the other side, Pingu was dashing this way and that, barking non-stop and...bouncing to make himself look bigger and more ferocious. Watching the sheep scattering in all directions—into the rest area, down the track towards the river, over the bridge towards Andi and past the horse to go back the way they’d come—Pingu’s attempt at being a sheepdog was a resounding failure.

			The man on the big palomino horse was shouting and whistling.

			‘Get away, Jazz...’

			‘Come over, Bess... Stand...’

			‘Speak up, Meg...’

			Black, tan and white farm dogs were barking and racing back and forth as they responded to the curt instructions to try and undo the chaos Pingu was creating. Andi had her arms out wide and was making noise of her own to try and stop the sheep taking off in a panicked run past her and down the road where there could be oncoming traffic. She was also yelling at Pingu.

			‘Come here, Pingu...’ She was using her strictest voice. ‘Right now...’

			Not that she could see if she was being obeyed. Her small dog had vanished in the forest of sheep legs, but she could hear his higher pitched, excited barking despite the noise of the other dogs and the background calling of anxious sheep. Andi tried to lean sideways to spot where Pingu was, but as she came off the bridge and into the entrance of the rest area, she slipped on the rocks and found herself sitting on a patch of the road that more than one sheep had been using as a toilet.

			‘Oh...yuck...’ Andi scrambled to her feet, wiping her hands on her jeans. One of the farmer’s dogs gave her a very disparaging sideways look as it ran past with its head down, and when Andi lurched forward and discovered that one of her heels had snapped clean off her shoe, the only thing that stopped her bursting into tears was the appearance of a contrite-looking small dog with a filthy lead trailing behind him. His white paws—his whole legs, in fact—now looked as though he’d been wading through a patch of mud, but Andi knew that it wasn’t mud that was making them look this disgusting.

			And, okay...maybe there was something else that was making her fight those tears. The farmer on his horse had stopped beside her and he was looking down at her with a rather similar expression to the one she’d just seen on his very well-trained dog. A dog who, with its mates, had already succeeded in calming the sheep and had them corralled in the rest area, surrounding her low-slung sports car.

			The man looked like he’d ridden out of a Western blockbuster movie. He was in black from head to toe. Boots, jeans, a tee shirt and a cowboy hat. He had a darkly shadowed jaw and...

			...and he was nothing like any man that Andi would ever consider suitable to date but...

			...but she had to concede that he was absolutely drop-dead gorgeous—with that kind of rough diamond, bad boy...yeah...cowboy vibe.

			He was also more than annoyed. Andi fully expected him to tell her exactly what he thought of her for not having control over her dog and putting his livestock at risk, so she was totally disarmed when he did speak.

			‘Did you hurt yourself?’ he asked calmly. ‘When you fell over?’

			Oh, my...those tears were even closer now, but for a very different reason. This modern-day cowboy actually sounded as if he cared and, given the fragile emotional space she was being forced into by being here, it touched something that went far deeper than Andi was comfortable with.

			So she glared at him.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m fine.’

			

			She had to be one of the most beautiful women Jack Dunlop had ever seen. A famous model, perhaps? Or a celebrity he didn’t recognise? The Lakes District with its mountains, lovely lakes and picturesque towns was a tourist mecca, so he wouldn’t be at all surprised if she was here for a photoshoot or to make a movie.

			Long waves of sun-kissed blonde hair flowed over her shoulders onto a fitted denim shirt that had the sleeves rolled up and a button or three undone at the front. Not that he could see much thanks to the fluffball of a dog she now had clutched in her arms.

			Had she flown in on a private jet so that she could bring her designer dog slash emotional support companion with her? And then hired the glitziest car on offer from a high-end rental service? They might have something to say about her transporting a now very dirty little dog who probably smelt like the back end of a sheep. His A-list owner wasn’t going to find a dog grooming salon anywhere nearby, either. Jack’s lips twitched.

			‘You might want to throw him in the river.’

			The suggestion came out in what was supposed to be a thoughtful drawl, but the horrified look on her face made him hear his words from her point of view.

			Oops...

			‘Just to get him clean,’ he added. ‘You probably don’t want him messing up the inside of that flash car of yours.’ He turned his head to the car that was a red island in the middle of his flock of sheep. ‘What is it? A Ferrari? Lamborghini?’

			‘A Porsche,’ she muttered, her gaze sliding away from his.

			At least she had the grace to look embarrassed. She was the archetypical fish out of water, wasn’t she? A city princess who had found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Those stains from wiping her hands on her white jeans as she’d scrambled to her feet after that fall would probably never come out completely and he’d seen the way she’d been walking like a drunk pirate with a wooden leg thanks to breaking the heel off her shoe.

			He couldn’t deny how attractive she was but, thankfully, that was the biggest red flag ever. He’d given in to that kind of attraction before—fallen hard enough to end up marrying the kind of woman who favoured white jeans and high heels—and that might be well in the past now, but he wasn’t about to forget what a disaster it had been.

			There was no point being angry with her, either, and telling her what a liability she was on a country road and that she’d put his valuable, pedigree sheep in danger. Jack pulled the brim of his hat down in case he failed to prevent the smile that was trying to form. What with the state of her clothes and her dog, she was probably being punished quite enough. She might well have also broken a fingernail or two, in that brush with the tarmac.

			‘Where are you headed?’ he asked. ‘Queenstown? Wanaka? Arrowtown?’

			‘Cutler’s Creek.’

			Jack blinked. He was about to ask her why on earth she was heading to his hometown when she began to turn away.

			‘I’m sorry Pingu chased your sheep,’ she said. ‘I’ll get out of your way if you can move them enough for me to get to my car.’

			Pingu?

			Good grief...

			‘He’s black and white.’ The stranger didn’t bother turning back to him. ‘It’s the name of a penguin.’

			Jack bit his lip. He hadn’t realised he’d spoken aloud. He let his breath out in a sigh, wondering if he should apologise, but then he let out a piercing whistle instead.

			‘Let’s go, girls...’ he called. ‘Party’s over...’

			

			The old, two-storied stone farmhouse was easy enough to find, a kilometre or two down the road from the rest area, and if Andi had been in any doubt that she’d found the right address, it was dispelled as a man opened the door with his head encased in a metal band that was locked with straight rods onto some kind of device he was wearing under his shirt.

			‘Mr Dunlop?’

			He had to be horribly uncomfortable walking around with all that ironmongery holding his head still, but he had the warmest smile Andi had seen since...

			...oh, my...

			Was it because she’d just visited where it had happened and because she’d been thinking about him that made this man remind her so clearly of her own father? Made her remember even more poignantly how much she had adored him and how much she had missed him ever since he’d been ripped out of her life?

			Andi could almost hear the echo of a terrified child’s voice in the back of her head.

			Wake up, Daddy... Please wake up...

			The reaction was gone in a heartbeat as the man spoke again.

			‘And you are?’

			‘Andrea Chamberlain. I work for Warren. You asked him to find you a locum for your vet clinic?’

			He was looking astonished. ‘You’re our locum?’

			‘Yes. Did you not know I would be arriving today?’

			‘We knew the locum was arriving, but we were expecting a bloke. Andy. Short for Andrew, not Andrea.’

			‘Is it a problem?’

			There was relief to be found in the thought that this visit might be a lot shorter than she’d expected. She could turn round and get out of this patch of the world with its minefield of memories and ridiculously good-looking farmers with their perfectly behaved dogs who would never chase a sheep unless they’d been told to. She could drive the length of the country back to Auckland having demonstrated that she was a team player and deserved that partnership. It was probably fair enough that Warren’s old mate didn’t want a female locum. What if they had a two-tonne bull that needed surgery or something?

			But...

			‘No, no...of course not. It’s a bonus, that’s what it is...’ That smile was back again. ‘I’m so sorry—that was incredibly rude of me. Please come in. You must be worn out after all that driving.’ He had to tilt his whole upper body to look over her shoulder. ‘Weren’t you going to bring your dog with you?’

			‘He’s still in the car. He’s a bit damp.’ Andi stopped short of telling the entire embarrassing truth. ‘He had a bit of a swim when we stopped at the rest area down the road. You might not want him in your house until he’s dried off, Mr Dunlop.’

			‘Call me Dave. We don’t stand on ceremony around here. And go and get your wee dog. We’ve had way worse than a bit of damp tramped through this house over the years, let me tell you...’

			He was going to tell her. This rural vet, whom she guessed to be the same age as her father would have been by now, was clearly a born raconteur and she could imagine him leaning on a farm gate with his clients just having a yarn or simply telling stories after he’d finished doing whatever he’d gone there to do as part of his job.

			He took her—and Pingu—through the house to a wonderful old country kitchen that had an ancient cast-iron stove built into a brick chimney and a lovely old hutch dresser that was crammed with rose-patterned crockery.

			‘Cup of tea?’ he offered. ‘No...what about a glass of wine? Our neighbours have a small vineyard and they make a very good pinot noir.’

			‘A cup of tea would be fabulous,’ Andi told him. ‘But I’ll make it. I’m guessing you’re supposed to be resting as much as possible.’

			‘Thanks, love... I could do with sitting down for a bit.’ He touched one of the metal rods attached to the halo ring. ‘This thing is heavier than it looks.’ Something changed in the older man’s face and Andi got a glimpse of just how hard this man’s life had unexpectedly become. How much pain he was in and the effort he was making to be so cheerful and welcoming.

			Her heart went out to Dave. She liked him. A lot.

			‘How do you take your tea?’ she asked. ‘Or...would you prefer a glass of wine?’

			The twinkle was back in his eyes. ‘I’m only allowed a small glass,’ he said. ‘But...let’s celebrate your arrival. Just don’t tell Jack when he gets home.’

			‘Jack?’

			‘My son. Your new colleague for the next month or two.’

			‘I won’t tell,’ Andi promised. ‘And I’m looking forward to meeting him.’

			Her words were quite genuine. If he was anything like his dad, this blip in her life plan could well be way more enjoyable than she had anticipated.

			

			No way...

			What the hell was that red car—that was probably worth more than his entire flock of sheep—doing parked outside his home?

			Jack Dunlop kicked his heavy boots off on the front veranda and marched into the house. Bess, his favourite dog, slunk along just behind him. She knew her master was in a very uncharacteristically bad mood all of a sudden.

			He had been looking forward to going straight to the kitchen to get a cold beer from the fridge after the hard work he’d just put into what had become a much more difficult task than it should have been. The sheep had been thoroughly put on edge by the disruption to being moved to another paddock and seemed to be expecting another fright from a fluffy soft toy come-to-life apology for a dog. They’d all been tired by the time it was done and the dogs needed to be fed and put in their runs and the horse brushed down and given a biscuit of hay.

			Jack was hot, grimy, knew he didn’t smell very good at all and he was hungry.

			He was on the edge of being distinctly hangry, in fact, and the sound of laughter—feminine laughter—coming from the terrace at the back of the house was the last thing he wanted to hear.

			Was the movie star, model, princess-in disguise still in her filthy white jeans with a broken shoe?

			No. She was wearing faded blue jeans now and had what looked like a designer brand of trainers on her feet. She must have brushed her hair since he’d last seen her because it flowed like silk over her shoulders onto a close-fitting white tee shirt that did nothing to hide her curves. Jack hastily averted his gaze, but it wasn’t fast enough to stop that curl of sensation deep in his gut. The one that reminded him of just how attractive this woman was and how that reminded him that women like this were...

			...dangerous, that’s what they were.

			Curled up beside her, on the soft cushion of the wicker couch, was the small dog who’d seen them coming well before the people did. It was wagging his silly curl of a tail and looked ready to launch itself at Bess in an invitation to play.

			Bess froze.

			So did Jack.

			Bess growled.

			Jack didn’t. But only because the blonde woman had looked up and he had the satisfaction that his presence alone was enough to wipe the smile from her face. It almost looked as if most of the blood had drained away from it as well.

			Was she scared of him?

			That thought was disturbing, to say the least. Jack Dunlop had never done anything that could scare a woman. Quite the opposite. He took his hat off and flipped it sideways to land on the large, low coffee table. A brief glance at Bess stopped another growl and his dog went to curl up on her bed beside a pizza oven that was built into this paved terrace shaded by a pergola that was almost invisible beneath the spring foliage of a couple of exuberant grapevines.

			Bess was glaring at the visitors.

			So was Jack. He couldn’t help himself.

			His father didn’t notice. Probably because he couldn’t turn his head and he was too comfortable, propped up with so many cushions around him that he didn’t want to turn his body. That empty wine glass might well have something to do with how relaxed he was.

			‘Jack...’ His father sounded happier than he had since before the accident. ‘You’re not going to believe this, but this is Andi. Andi, meet Jack—my son.’

			‘Andy?’ Jack couldn’t summon even a hint of a smile. ‘Our...locum...?’

			‘That’s the one.’ Dave was having no trouble smiling. ‘Short for Andrea, not Andrew. Bit of a surprise, eh?’

			‘That’s one word for it.’ Jack’s tone was as dry as his throat that was still coated with dust. He desperately needed a moment to himself. He had to think fast and find his way out of the situation he’d walked into. A totally ludicrous, unacceptable situation. This was going to be the shortest locum position ever. Because it wasn’t even going to start.

			‘Excuse me...’ he muttered. ‘I need to wash my hands and find a beer.’

			‘Find me another drop of wine while you’re there, would you?’ Dave gestured towards the empty glass in front of him. ‘Andi only poured me a mouthful and that was after checking every milligram of medication I’m on. Oh, and turn the oven on. Maureen’s left us a steak-and-mushroom pie and some baked spuds for dinner that just need heating up.’

			Sluicing his face and hands thoroughly with cold water in the kitchen sink gave Jack enough time to come up with a plan. He took the bottle of red wine back outside with him, along with his lager. There was no reason not to be polite about this.

			‘Top up?’ he offered.

			‘Yes, please,’ his father said.

			‘I was actually talking to Andi.’

			‘Thanks,’ Andi said. ‘Gorgeous wine, but I won’t have any more.’

			‘I’ll have hers, too.’ Dave grinned. ‘It’s not as though I’m going to be driving anywhere.’

			Jack poured him just another mouthful or two. His gaze slipped sideways as he did so, to find two black eyes like buttons staring at him from the couch. The odd tail wasn’t wagging this time, however. Penguin dog didn’t like him.

			The feeling’s mutual, buddy...

			He was careful that he didn’t say that aloud. At least the dog’s legs were considerably cleaner than the last time he’d seen him. He flicked a glance at their human visitor.

			‘River?’ he asked succinctly.

			She nodded. ‘It worked really well. I held on to him and dangled him up to his belly in a fast bit of the current. I think he liked it.’

			Jack grunted. He took a long swallow of his icy cold lager as he sank into a single chair opposite his father. He eyed the poster child of designer dogs again. ‘What is he, exactly?’

			‘A schnoodle.’

			‘Sorry?’ His lips twitched. ‘Or should I say “bless you”?’

			Andi wasn’t amused. ‘He’s a first-generation cross between a schnauzer and a poodle. A small one. Both parents were the miniature varieties of their breeds. Yours is a heading dog, yes? Mostly border collie?’

			Jack paused with his bottle in mid-air, that embryonic smile evaporating. ‘Yeah... Bess is a heading dog. How did you know she isn’t a huntaway?’

			‘She’s smaller and wasn’t barking like the other dogs. And there’s an intensity about heading dogs that’s different, isn’t there?’

			She must have sensed his surprise. ‘I might be in an inner-city practice now,’ she added, ‘but I did my share of farm work in my training and when I was moving around the North Island before I joined your dad’s friend in Auckland and managed to get back to my inner-city comfort zone.’

			‘Warren,’ Dave put in. ‘I told you about him. Best mates we were. He said he’ll miss her, but he’s happy for Andi to stay here as long as we need the extra help.’

			‘But we don’t need the extra help.’ The words didn’t come out quite the way Jack had planned when he’d been washing his face in the kitchen, but that description of a city being a ‘comfort zone’ had been a bit of a trigger, hadn’t it? ‘I realised today how well I’ve been managing on my own since you’ve been out of action.’ He eyed Andi over the rim of his bottle to see how she was taking the rejection. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a long trip, but you’re welcome to stay the night before you head back.’

			‘Hang on a minute...’ Dave said. ‘You don’t get to make a decision like this on your own, son. I might be out of action, but we’re still partners. I’ve got as much say in this as you have and I think Andi should stay. You might think you don’t need the extra help, Jack, but we both know there’s too much work for one vet here. And how do you think you’re going to manage a major trauma or surgery single-handed?’

			The two men stared at each other and the silence quickly became charged. Maybe that was why Andi got up from the couch.

			‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to find the bathroom.’

			‘Second door on the left as you’re heading for the front door,’ Jack told her crisply.

			Her dog gave him a dirty look as he followed Andi.

			So did his father.

			‘Did you have to sound like you expect her to keep walking right out of the house?’ he growled.

			‘Best if she does,’ Jack responded. ‘She’s a city vet, Dad. She’d be totally useless here. I don’t have the time or inclination to be mollycoddling a princess who probably spends her time looking after overweight designer dogs or...or guinea pigs or something. I don’t want her here.’

			‘Well, I do.’ Dave’s tone was adamant. ‘I suspect she’s a lot more skilled than you’re giving her credit for. Warren certainly seems to think highly of her. He’s planning to offer her a full partnership in his practice and that’s highly sought after, I can tell you...’

			‘You didn’t see her this afternoon. She and that dog just about had my entire mob scattered along the main highway or trying to head downriver. Stress like that could bring on early lambing.’

			‘Takes two to tango,’ Dave snapped. ‘You were in charge of those sheep. I like her,’ he added firmly. ‘I want her to stay and...and that’s that.’

			

			Andi wasn’t intentionally eavesdropping.

			She hadn’t deliberately let the lace of her shoe come undone or stooped to retie it before she was halfway across the stone slabs of this rustic country kitchen, but there it was.

			She’d heard every word that was being said about her out on the terrace.

			When she straightened up again, she needed to take a deep breath and find the courage to not do something ‘princessy’—like burst into tears or walk straight out of this house and drive off into the sunset.

			Of course she wasn’t going to do something like that.

			She’d been far too young when she’d learned not to let her heart rule her head. That you could only get what you wanted by staying in control. Or, at least, get closer to what you wanted because nothing was ever going to be able to give her what she wanted most in life—that self-esteem that could only come from being loved unconditionally as a child. From being part of a family.

			That her being a female vet might be a problem should have been welcome. She’d be able to escape the challenge of facing old memories of when her world had been ripped apart that she knew were going to test her. Oddly, the cowboy vet making it crystal clear that he totally agreed with her had, rather dramatically, completely changed her mind.

			It wasn’t simply because her head was reminding her that a promotion to partner in her dream clinic might be threatened if she left Warren’s old mate in the lurch.

			Or that his old mate’s son thought she wasn’t suitable because she was a woman and needed to be shown how wrong he was.

			No...what had really done it was that he thought she’d be useless in the career she was passionate about.

			And he’d actually said aloud that he didn’t want her here.

			He couldn’t have found a more effective trigger to provoke an emotional reaction that went so deep.

			A potent mix of fear and grief and...shame?

			Yes. The shame of realising that you weren’t good enough, or special enough, to be wanted...

			She could hear, and feel, echoes of her grandmother’s reaction to having to come and collect her after the death of her parents and take her away to Auckland to bring her up. Another overheard snippet that still hadn’t lost its power despite the passing of so many years.

			I suppose I’ll have to...but another child is the last thing I want to have in my life...

			But the cowboy’s father wanted her.

			He liked her. He knew she had to be good at her job or Warren wouldn’t be offering her a partnership.

			He wanted her to stay. He was facing his own challenges right now, but he’d gone out of his way to make her feel welcome.

			Wanted...

			She loved him for that.

			And damn it. If Dave Dunlop wanted her to stay, then Andi was going to stay.

			Jack was welcome to find another locum that he found more acceptable, but Andi was going to stay until he did—for Dave’s sake. Who knew...maybe that would be enough time to prove to Jack that she wasn’t useless. That there were reasons that people could very much want to have her around.

			She really wanted to prove that.

			It wasn’t just to have the satisfaction of watching Jack Dunlop eating his words.

			Maybe she needed to prove it to herself as well.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			IT WAS WARM enough to eat outside, under the grapevines, at a wooden table with bench-style seats on either side. Jack and Dave sat opposite Andi. Pingu was tucked under the bench by Andi’s feet and Bess the heading dog was sound asleep by the pizza oven.

			The halo brace made it a lot more difficult for Dave to eat.

			‘Ignore me,’ he told Andi. ‘I’ve regressed to being a small child and having my food cut up for me. I tend to drop it on the floor sometimes, too.’

			‘You’re doing fine.’ Jack was cutting his father’s food into small, bite-sized pieces. ‘They said it would take time to get used to being in the brace.’

			‘How long do you have to wear it?’ Andi asked.

			‘Twelve weeks or so, if things heal well.’

			‘It must be hard to sleep in.’

			‘I’m sleeping in a recliner chair at the moment. With plenty of pillows to prop me up. I’m told I’ll get used to it and be able to sleep in bed again soon but, in the meantime, poor old Jack’s become a carer on top of everything else he’s got on his plate. I have to say, though, that I wouldn’t want anyone else doing it. I’m very grateful I’ve got him.’

			‘And I’m very grateful you didn’t manage to kill yourself,’ Jack growled. ‘So we’re even.’

			Andi caught the look that passed between the two men. She could feel how close they were and it gave her an odd ache deep in her chest. How wonderful would it be to have an unbreakable family bond like that?

			She envied them. So much.

			Jack’s tone lightened. ‘How ’bout less talking and more eating?’

			‘The pie’s delicious,’ Andi said, as encouragement.

			‘Maureen’s a good cook.’ Dave was stabbing at his plate without looking down. ‘She started out more than forty years ago as my receptionist in the clinic and then trained as a vet nurse, but she’s been a kind of housekeeper for us ever since we lost Jack’s mum when he was only a wee lad.’

			‘Oh... I’m sorry to hear that.’ Andi risked a glance at Jack. He might not like her or want her here, but they had something big in common, didn’t they? He’d been lucky enough to still have one parent, though, and the love between them was clearly as solid as the mountain ranges in this part of the country.

			He didn’t see the glance. He was reaching out to spear some food Dave had been chasing around the plate and then put the handle of the fork back into his father’s hand before he took a bite of his own meal.

			‘So...’ he said, eyeing Andi. ‘What made you want to become a vet?’

			‘I found I liked animals more than most people.’

			Dave snorted. The corner of Jack’s mouth lifted in a half smile and it felt as if a little bit of ice had been broken.

			‘Favourite animal?’

			‘I do quite like guinea pigs.’

			She could feel the moment Jack realised she had overheard what he’d said earlier. She looked up to find a pair of dark eyes watching her steadily and the crinkles at their corners made his expression apologetic. It also made him look very like his father.

			Another small chunk of ice melted away. She smiled just enough to let him know she wasn’t necessarily going to hold his derogatory comments about her against him. She might even offer him a ‘get out of jail free’ card.

			‘Being a country vet is not something I’m likely to be either good at or enjoy,’ she admitted. ‘I love the small animal practice I’m in. If you find someone more suitable as a locum, I won’t be offended, but I’m happy to stay and fill the gap until you do.’

			Jack and his father shared a glance. The way Dave raised his eyebrows was the kind of look a parent gave a child whose behaviour had been particularly disappointing. Andi knew that look all too well. Her very existence, let alone her behaviour, had been a constant disappointment to her grandmother. She felt a twinge of compassion for Jack.

			‘Dogs,’ she said into the awkward silence. ‘They’re my favourite. And horses, though I don’t get to see too many of them these days.’

			‘Do you ride?’

			‘I do. I did, anyway. Haven’t had my own horse since I left school.’

			‘You could keep my girl exercised while you’re here, if you fancy a ride,’ Dave said. ‘She’s a nice wee bay. Mary.’

			‘Because she’s a mare?’

			Andi and Dave shared a smile. They got each other.

			‘She behaves herself most of the time,’ Dave added. ‘She’s not too mareish.’

			‘She’s a station hack,’ Jack muttered. ‘She’d be no good for doing dressage in a paddock. Likes a good run up the hills and a bit of jumping.’

			The warmth of any compassion Andi had been experiencing wore off instantly. With a mouthful of food that excused her having to speak, Andi simply made a sound that could have been acknowledgement that she wouldn’t be able to manage a farm hack. She wasn’t about to tell Jack that she’d competed, and done well, in national three-day equestrian events, so she wasn’t as useless as he thought she was.

			She wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to make him look apologetic again, mind you.

			‘Wouldn’t mind trying a run up the hills while I’m here,’ she said, casually, having swallowed her mouthful. ‘Sounds fun.’

			‘You could take her out with Custard,’ Dave suggested. ‘Show her the boundaries of the farm or go along the river trail.’

			‘Custard?’ Andi used the same disbelieving tone that Jack had when he’d echoed Pingu’s name after hearing it for the first time. She could feel her smile stretching across her face. ‘Is that the name of your palomino?’

			‘He came with the name of Custard Pie,’ Jack muttered. ‘I didn’t choose it.’

			‘It’s a great name,’ Andi murmured. ‘Very yellow.’

			This time, when Jack lifted his gaze, she was the one watching him. She was still smiling and, after a beat, Jack smiled back. A proper smile, as if he was genuinely amused. Giving her credit for standing up for herself?

			Touché...

			It was the first time she’d seen this man really smile and...it had been worth waiting for.

			He was good looking enough when he was broody and bad tempered, but when that smile lit up his face, he looked like an advertisement for a new series of reality television—the one where the bachelor got to take his pick from a bevy of beautiful women. Or the matchmaking one where the farmer went looking for a wife.

			Whatever...

			The smile was certainly doing something very strange to Andi’s body—creating a sensation that made her think again of the ice that had been around them at the start of this meal. It wasn’t bits breaking now, however. It was more like it was melting fast enough to trickle right down to her bones.

			She might not like this man much and he was definitely not her type at all. She could see why a great many women would find him irresistibly attractive, but that laid-back, slightly scruffy, roguish charm wasn’t for her. Even if it had been, this man had actually said—aloud—that he didn’t want her.

			She could—and would—put a stop to that melting sensation. This level of physical response to a man was not only unwise, it was dangerous. There would inevitably be an emotional component to that response and that only made any conflict between the heart and the head harder to control. This unwanted awareness of Jack Dunlop was only there because she was tired. And because she’d been thrown into the deep end of an emotional pool that she hadn’t wanted to even dip her toes into. But Andi was well practised in staying away from the kind of emotion that could interfere with a focus on what was important.

			Like success. Respect. Appreciation.

			She could cope with this.

			She’d coped with far worse in the past, after all.

			

			Jack could see that his father was tiring by the time he’d finished eating.

			‘Let’s get your pin care done and let you get some sleep,’ he suggested.

			Dave nodded. ‘Then you can show Andi where the spare bedroom is. Or the cottage. You could give her a tour of the clinic, too.’

			Jack didn’t say anything as he collected the plates. While he would have preferred not to be sleeping under the same roof as this visitor, there wasn’t much point opening up the old shearer’s cottage for just a night or two. With a bit of luck, after sleeping on it, his father would realise how unsuitable Andrea Chamberlain was as their locum and they could find someone else fast.

			It wasn’t simply because she was an impossibly attractive city princess who wore white jeans and heeled shoes and looked like she had her hair professionally streaked and styled on a regular basis.

			Or even that it was way too much of a reminder of the disaster his marriage had been after he’d fallen for exactly this type of woman. That year from hell might be ancient history now, but man, the effects could linger, couldn’t they?

			No...there might be some very personal factors in his distaste for this situation, but they were outweighed by professional reasons. This was a mixed country practice and there was a lot of heavy, difficult—sometimes dangerous—livestock to wrangle. Andi had admitted herself it wasn’t the kind of work she was interested in or would even like.

			Jack didn’t want to send his father’s friend’s potential new partner back to Auckland with an injury that could be life changing. He was looking after her, that’s what this was about. The faster he found a replacement, the better. For both of them.

			Having satisfied himself that he would be doing the right thing by sending Andi packing as soon as possible, he showed her where the spare bedroom was and then went to help his father clean the pins on his halo to protect his skin from infection, made sure he’d taken his medication and was comfortably set up in his reclining chair to watch a bit of television and then, hopefully, get a better night’s sleep tonight.

			Andi went outside to give her dog a walk before bringing her bag in from her car.

			Twenty minutes later, when he heard the sound of tyres crunching on the shingle of the Dunlop’s long driveway, Jack actually thought Andi might be doing a runner. He walked to the front door, expecting to see the taillights of the Porsche disappearing into the distance and wondering how he would break the news to his father that the woman he’d taken such an instant liking to was too rude to even say goodbye face to face.

			What he found, instead, was a farm ute parked in front of the clinic building and someone he knew very well lifting a large, shaggy dog from the tray of the vehicle.

			‘Terry...’ he called. ‘What’s going on, mate?’

			‘It’s Jed. He’s done himself a mischief. Think he might have broken his leg.’ He put the dog down on the ground and it stood, looking miserable, with a hind leg held up.

			‘Oh, no...’ Jack was striding towards him. ‘And the trials are at the end of next week.’

			It was then that he saw he wasn’t the only person approaching these out-of-hours clients. With Pingu at her heels, Andi was only a couple of metres away.

			‘Sheepdog trials?’ she queried.

			‘Regional championships,’ Jack said. ‘Jed here is the favourite to take out the huntaway zigzag and straight hill runs. Up against my Meg, who’s actually pregnant to Jed. Oh, man...’ He gave Terry a sympathetic grimace. ‘Let’s get him inside and see how bad it is. What happened?’

			‘He was running downhill, jumped a wire fence and landed funny. Gave a bit of a howl. He can walk on three legs, but he hasn’t put any weight at all on that back leg since. Come on, mate.’ Terry scooped the large dog back into his arms. ‘I’ll give you a lift.’

			‘Have you got X-ray equipment here?’ Andi and Pingu were following them as Jack punched in a code and led Terry into a deserted reception area. ‘Preferably digital?’

			‘Yes. And a well-equipped operating theatre. Dad and I cope with all the routine surgery and we can call in a specialist surgeon occasionally, but if it’s something complicated or urgent, we stabilise them and send them through to a larger facility in Queenstown or Dunedin.’

			‘I’m registered with the Australasian Veterinary College as a specialist orthopaedic surgeon if that’s any help.’

			Jack paused with his hand on the door to one of the consulting rooms, turning to stare at Andi. For some obscure reason, learning that she was more qualified than himself was...a little embarrassing?

			Because he’d been so quick to assume that she’d be so useless as a country vet that he’d actually said it out loud—and she’d heard him?

			Or was it because he would prefer her to be the one who was impressed? With him? Not that he was about to give the question of why that might be any headspace right now.

			‘You’re a specialist? In veterinary orthopaedic surgery?’

			Andi stared right back. ‘Yes. Isn’t that what I just said?’

			Terry was staring at Jack as well.

			‘Um...this is Andi,’ Jack told his friend. ‘She’s...ah...come down from Auckland to help while Dad’s out of action.’

			Terry was staring at Andi now. ‘Guess that’s a stroke of luck, then. She can have a look at Jed, yeah?’

			‘Yeah.’ Andi nodded. ‘Bring him in and put him on the table.’ She took off the cardigan she’d put on to go walking outside and dropped it into the corner of the room. ‘Bed, Pingu,’ she ordered calmly.

			The little dog instantly lay down on the cardigan and put his nose on his paws to watch Andi from afar.

			Jed was panting and clearly in pain.

			‘We’ll need to give him some sedation and pain relief,’ Andi said. ‘We can’t examine him properly or take X-rays if he’s not relaxed.’

			Terry had his hand on his dog’s back. ‘Do whatever you need to, Doc.’ The big, burly farmer’s voice had a wobble in it. ‘This one’s special...’

			Jack drew up the drugs needed to get Jed comfortable, sliding a gaze or two sideways to watch Andi gather what she needed from the shelves. She was watching Terry, who still had his hand on his dog.

			‘He’s a good-looking dog,’ she said. ‘Good splash of Beardie in there, yes?’

			‘Yeah...along with some border collie and Labrador. Bit of Rottweiler back a few generations as well, I reckon, with that black-and-tan colouring, but you wouldn’t know it. Jed here’s a gentle giant.’

			‘I can tell. He’s lovely.’ Andi had a tourniquet, razor and cannula in a kidney dish, ready to insert an IV cannula in the dog’s front leg, but she didn’t do it immediately. Instead, she offered the back of her hand for the dog to sniff and then put it gently on the scruffy head and scratched behind his ear.

			‘Hey, Jed...’ she said. ‘You’re a good boy, aren’t you? We’re going to look after you, okay?’

			Jack could see the way the dog was looking up at Andi with that complete trust that never failed to melt his heart. He could see Terry looking at Andi with a rather similar expression, except his trust was mixed with the desperate hope that this injury wasn’t as bad as he feared. As if Andi was a magic fairy who could wave her wand and make everything better.

			Jack watched the deft way Andi slid the needle into a vein in Jed’s front leg and secured the cannula. With the dog drowsy and relaxed within minutes, she started a thorough examination of Jed’s back, hips and legs.

			She obviously knew what she was doing and her calm competence was...well, Jack had to admit it was sexy on a whole different level to anything physical.

			‘Nothing’s obviously broken,’ she told Terry. ‘But we’ll confirm that with some X-rays in a minute. Given the way he injured himself, I’m thinking it’s probably a CCL tear. That’s the cranial cruciate ligament in the knee joint—it prevents the tibia moving forward on the femur. Canine equivalent of the ACL in humans.’

			Terry blew out a breath. ‘Tore mine playing rugby when I was in high school. Hurt like hell.’

			‘Given that he’s not putting any weight at all on the leg, rather than just limping, it’s more likely to be a full rupture than a partial tear.’ Andi positioned her hand on the top of Jed’s back leg and took hold of the lower part of his leg with her other hand. She moved it, carefully, backwards and forwards.

			‘See that?’

			‘What is it?’

			Jack answered for Andi. ‘In a normal, stable joint, we shouldn’t be able to move the tibia like that. That’s telling us that there’s some significant cruciate ligament damage. I think Andi’s right in thinking it’s a complete rupture.’

			Andi reached out to stroke Jed’s ears again. ‘Good boy,’ she said. ‘I’m nearly done.’

			This time she took hold of the dog’s foot with one hand while she had the index finger of her other hand on the patella. She flexed the hock and nodded at the movement she could see. Jack was also nodding. Andi knew what she was doing.

			The X-rays confirmed there were no fractures to add to the diagnosis.

			‘It may not be a complete rupture,’ Andi told Terry, ‘and some partial tears can be treated successfully with medical management like rest, physio, laser therapy and joint supplements but, in my opinion, this injury is severe enough for me to say that surgery is the best option.’

			‘I’d say it’s the only option,’ Jack added, ‘if you want him to get back to having a joint that’s fully functional. The CCL is under more stress in dogs than the ACL in people because dogs always have their knees bent.’

			Terry was rubbing his forehead with his fingers. He swore under his breath. ‘Jed lives for working the sheep,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to get him right. He’s only four, so he’s got a lot of good years ahead of him.’ He looked up. ‘How long will it take?’

			‘The surgery?’

			‘No...to get him back to being able to work.’

			‘Best-case scenario, he should be back to near normal in three months or so,’ Andi said. ‘No more than six months for complete recovery in most cases.’

			‘You won’t want to be competing with him until we give him the all-clear,’ Jack added.

			‘A brace can help accelerate healing time,’ Andi said. ‘Keeping things secure after surgery can help prevent any setbacks. Have you got any in stock, Jack?’

			‘No. But we can measure the size needed and order it. He won’t be able to use it for a few days, anyway. Until the swelling’s gone down after the surgery.’ He caught Andi’s gaze. ‘Are you thinking TPLO surgery?’

			She nodded. ‘Especially for a big dog like Jed.’ She turned to Terry. ‘I won’t go into all the details unless you want me to. Basically, it means removing all the damaged bits of ligament and cartilage and then we change the shape of the top of the tibia, reposition it and hold it in place with a plate and screws.’

			‘Will he have to stay here?’

			‘Might be a good idea for tonight,’ Jack said. ‘So we can keep him comfortable and make sure he’s nil-by-mouth. That is, if Andi’s happy to do the surgery first thing in the morning? Otherwise I’ll need to see if they can fit you in for emergency surgery in town.’

			Andi caught his gaze the instant he turned and there was a lightning-fast silent exchange between them.

			Sorry about before... I know you’re not useless. I could really use your help here.

			Forget it. This isn’t about you. It’s about a dog who needs help.

			‘Of course I’m happy to do it,’ she said aloud. ‘I’ll have a wander round the theatre tonight and make sure we’ve got everything we’ll need. All going well, he should be able to go home tomorrow evening.’

			‘He’ll only be able to have a few very short walks a day, on a lead, for the next couple of weeks,’ Jack put in. ‘And nothing high impact, like running or jumping for eight to twelve weeks, but we can start some physio and the brace will help.’

			Terry swallowed visibly. He looked from Jack to Andi and back again. Then he glanced at the little black-and-white dog in the corner of the room, who was still gazing adoringly at Andi, and Jack could see him relax a fraction.

			She knew, didn’t she? How important a dog could be?

			‘If it’s any comfort,’ Andi said, ‘I get patients sent to me from all over Auckland for exactly this surgery. Mostly dogs, but some cats, too. Even an alpaca last year. Prize stud who got kicked by an unappreciative female. He was back to work twelve weeks or so later, completely recovered.’

			She was smiling at Terry. ‘Leave him with us,’ she said quietly. ‘We’ll take the very best care of him, I promise.’

			Jack caught his breath. The way she was looking at Terry and that tone in her voice. How could you not trust this woman? If the skills she’d displayed in her examination of Jed were an indication of her surgical ability, then Terry had hit the nail on the head earlier, hadn’t he?

			It was a stroke of luck that Andrea Chamberlain had turned up in Cutler’s Creek.

			

			He was watching her like a hawk.

			He was watching Jed, too, of course because it was Jack who had administered the anaesthetic and was now monitoring the dog’s breathing and other vital signs as he assisted Andi with the surgery, but it felt as if his eyes never left her hands.

			Was he holding his breath, perhaps, as he waited to find out whether he’d done the right thing last night in asking her to do this surgery?

			That eye contact that hadn’t been long enough to be significant but had still seemed to convey both an apology for the things she’d overheard Jack saying about her and a surprisingly humble request for assistance.

			Andi had gone to sleep last night thinking that his ability to admit he was wrong, along with a willingness to ask for help on behalf of someone else, was a trait that a lot of men didn’t possess and it made him...more likeable?

			Intriguing, even?

			Not that she was thinking about him at all now that this surgery had begun. She couldn’t blame Jack for his intense scrutiny, either. Andi wasn’t just responsible for the future career of the champion sheepdog on the table in front of her. She was operating on the beloved workmate of one of his friends. The father of a litter of pups one of his own dogs was due to give birth to in a few weeks.

			It was just as well she was in her comfort zone here. This was a procedure she was more than comfortable with and she’d spent her whole life being a perfectionist, so it wasn’t really surprising that Jack was making the occasional impressed sound as he watched her work, removing all the damaged tissue and then making a circular cut at the top of the tibia and rotating the bone fragment.

			‘Nice,’ he murmured. ‘It’s a clever idea, isn’t it? Making the ligament redundant by removing that slope and making the joint stable.’

			‘It’s very satisfying when you’ve got a procedure that’s academically quite simple but very effective when it’s done well.’ Andi glanced up as she reached for the stainless-steel bone plate that would be screwed into place to hold the bone fragment in position. ‘Sometimes, when I’m shaving a bit of bone to make it fit perfectly, I remember that orthopaedic surgeons used to be thought of as carpenters.’

			It sounded like Jack was smiling beneath his mask. ‘And neurosurgeons were the electricians.’

			‘And cardiology was just a bit of plumbing.’

			The shared amusement changed the atmosphere and Andi no longer felt like she was being assessed. It felt more like she was being appreciated.

			Admired, even?

			Whatever it was, she liked it.

			A lot.

			Focused again, she finished the surgery and closed the wound on Jed’s leg and Jack reversed the anaesthetic and made sure the dog had plenty of pain relief on board before carrying him to a comfortable crate in the recovery area.

			‘I’ll give Terry a call and let him know what a good job you did,’ he said. He’d broken the top string of his mask to let it dangle around his neck, so Andi got the full wattage of that amazing smile. ‘Thanks, Andi.’

			‘Thank you,’ she responded. ‘I couldn’t have done it on my own.’

			Jack had, in fact, showed exactly how competent he was in this environment. Andi suspected he would do a good job in whatever challenge was put in front of him. They’d both been assessing each other, which was perfectly normal for people who’d never worked together before.

			Whether she got the chance to see the whole range of his skills was another matter. He’d been happy that she was here and could do this surgery, but it wasn’t farm work, was it?

			Finding a more ‘useful’ locum was probably next on Jack’s to-do list for today.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			A WEEK HAD gone by and no mention had been made of any new locum coming to take her place.

			Andi had been introduced to Maureen on her first day on the job, just after she’d finished the surgery on Jed the huntaway. Maureen was in her sixties and was more than happy to act as either or both a receptionist and vet nurse for Cutler’s Creek Animal Hospital—with duties of cleaning and cooking thrown in on a regular basis.

			‘Don’t you do any of the tidy up in Theatre, love,’ had been Maureen’s initial greeting. ‘I’m a dab hand at using the sterilizer and dealing with contaminated linen. Just give me a list of anything that needs reordering, too.’

			The older woman had the warmest smile and loved nothing more than to stop for a chat.

			‘Jed’s doing well,’ she told Andi later that morning. ‘And I’ve just met your dog, who’s quite happy in his crate. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything as cute. He reminds me of those sheep. You know? Those Swiss ones with the black faces.’

			Andi had to shake her head. ‘I don’t know them.’

			‘Have a look online and you’ll see what I mean. Anyhoo...don’t you worry about your pup. I’ll look after him if you get called out for a farm job.’

			But Andi hadn’t been called out for any farm work in the last week.

			Going out with Jack in his double-cab ute with all his gear in the covered back tray on the afternoon of her second day was the closest she’d got to any large animal work and that was only to see a pet goat who needed his hooves trimmed.

			George the goat lived in the township of Cutler’s Creek and driving through was the first look Andi had at this small, rural township that couldn’t be less like her hometown in New Zealand’s largest city.

			‘This is the main drag,’ Jack told her as they headed past a rugby field and then a modern building that was the shared headquarters of the local emergency services of ambulance and fire response. ‘Actually, it’s the only drag. We’ll go to the other end so you can see everything. It won’t take long.’

			He drove with his elbow resting in the gap provided by having his window rolled right down, but he had his fingers on the steering wheel so he could use his other hand to point out the local attractions.

			‘We’re lucky enough to have a good supermarket. Saves driving too far to get the groceries. The cafés are good, too, if you’re missing a decent, big-city flat white.’

			The war memorial that was a feature of every small town in New Zealand gave Andi an unexpected pang of nostalgia. A pull into the past that was almost as powerful as the view of the mountains that were the stunning backdrop to the town.

			She had avoided coming back to this part of the country for her whole life. She’d even avoided reading articles or letting her gaze linger on any photographs of Central Otago because it was preferable not to trigger the automatic link to traumatic memories.

			But...she hadn’t just turned her back on what was the most beautiful part of this country, had she? She’d dismissed the place she’d been born. A landscape that was part of her heritage. The place where her childhood had been idyllic.

			Where the world and everybody in it could be trusted.

			Where she’d been safe to love because she’d been loved so much.

			The reminder that the trauma of having that destroyed meant that she could never trust the world or anyone in it to the same extent was painfully poignant but, for the first time, Andi was grateful that she’d been forced to come here. Perhaps this would bring closure so that she could go back home to Auckland and not be haunted by the part of her life she hadn’t ever dared tap into.

			‘That’s our community hall.’ Jack’s cheerful voice broke the silence. ‘Been to a few good parties there.’

			‘I’m sure you have.’ Andi grinned. ‘Bit of line dancing?’

			Jack tugged on the rim of his cowboy hat. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He slid her a sideways glance. ‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. What do you do in Auckland for fun? Yoga? Tai Chi? Boot camps with a personal trainer?’

			‘All of the above.’ Andi nodded. She didn’t mind the teasing. It was a reminder that, while she had a significant connection to this part of the world, it wasn’t her home and that made it safer to be here, because it gave her a place to escape back to eventually. ‘What’s that big building coming up? The local hospital?’

			‘Yep. Cutler’s Creek Community Hospital. My friend Zac’s one of the doctors there. It’s small, with only about ten beds, but there’s an emergency department and a theatre for minor procedures. I’m trying to persuade him to get an MRI machine installed so I can use it for an extension to the animal hospital. Right...here’s the road we’re after. Have you trimmed a goat’s feet before?’

			‘Can’t say I have.’

			‘I don’t think it’ll be much of a challenge for you.’ Jack threw her a wry smile this time. ‘Not when I’ve seen you shaving a few millimetres off the head of a tibia.’

			The look he was giving her made Andi remember the way she’d felt during that surgery. How pleasant it had been to feel that admiration. The twist in the smile that he was giving her didn’t make it different enough from that first one to prevent a flash of that melting sensation, either, and the combination made it quite difficult to break that eye contact.

			It was probably just as well Jack broke it as he shook his head. ‘Lucky it’s dry today. We’ll stop at the hardware store on the way home and get you a pair of gumboots. Those trainers of yours might be good for boot camp, but they won’t stay looking that clean for long around here.’

			Andi opened her mouth to suggest that the purchase wasn’t necessary if she was only going to be here for such a short time, but then she stopped herself saying anything.

			Something had shifted between herself and Jack when she’d told him about her postgraduate qualifications and it had been strengthened as they’d worked together on Jed’s surgery. It might be only temporary and professional, but they were feeling their way into some kind of relationship here, and if this was a game of chess, the next move was Jack’s, not hers.

			Passing a school playground with a surprising number of children running around made her break the silence, however.

			‘That’s a lot of kids. I thought Cutler’s Creek was a small town.’

			‘School bus brings them in from all over the district.’ Jack had raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t like kids?’

			‘Love them,’ Andi said. ‘As long as they’re someone else’s.’

			‘Not keen on any of your own, then?’

			How could she have ever wanted to have children of her own? To bring utterly vulnerable babies into a world that could be upturned and leave them alone and unwanted. Unloved and so very desperately unhappy...

			But Andi kept her tone light. ‘Absolutely not. Unless they’re of the fur variety. You?’

			‘Me? Yeah... I want about six of them—the two-legged kind. I was an only child and that house of ours needs more of a crowd.’

			Wow...if being a cowboy or playboy or just a plain bad boy hadn’t been enough to make Jack Dunlop an unwise choice in men, the fact that he wanted a houseful of kids put him on a different planet as far as comfort zones went.

			Not that it was a problem, mind you. It was none of her business. Andi even managed an impressed expression.

			‘Who’s the lucky woman, then?’

			‘What?’

			‘The one you’ve chosen to be the mother of all those kids?’

			‘Oh...’ Jack was pulling the ute to the side of the road. George the goat could be seen on his chain, grazing the long grass along the fence line. ‘Haven’t found her yet.’ He killed the engine. ‘Some things you need to be a bit picky about, you know?’

			‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Andi said. ‘And life partners and kids are definitely on the top of that list.’ She was staring through the windscreen. ‘George has large horns, doesn’t he?’

			Jack laughed. ‘Maybe this will be a challenge for you, after all.’

			

			Jack had always intended holding the goat’s horns to keep Andi safe while she trimmed the goat’s hooves with a pair of secateurs. He hadn’t been at all surprised that she’d made a good job of the task, either, even though it was at the opposite end of the skill spectrum from what he witnessed in Theatre that first morning.

			That surgery on Jed had changed his opinion of her dramatically. With that mane of blonde hair stuffed inside a cap and her body hidden beneath baggy scrubs, it had even been easy to forget that she looked more like a model than a vet, and watching the absolute focus and precision of the way she handled the surgical instruments to get exactly the result she wanted advertised not just years of study and practice but a level of skill that many surgeons never achieved.

			Jack had been seriously impressed.

			Jed had gone home with Terry the same day, and by the time he came back to be fitted for the firm, elastic brace that would support the joint towards the end of the week, both dog and master were looking much happier.

			Jack was much happier, too.

			He hadn’t stopped being aware of what an attractive woman Andi was, mind you, he was just able to overlay the response his body was determined to have by remembering that this was a professional arrangement. It wasn’t as if it could ever be anything else, anyway. City girls were out-of-bounds. Another disaster waiting to happen. Jack had been bitten hard enough to be forever shy of them. As a colleague, however, he was quite happy to have Andi around.

			It was far more useful than he’d thought to have a city vet in residence. It left him free to head out to do the farm work without worrying about emergencies coming into the hospital or routine work like check-ups and vaccinations, laboratory tests and repeat prescriptions piling up. Maureen had fallen in love with Pingu and was clearly delighted to assist Andi with clinics and minor surgery and his father was enjoying her company out of work hours. They had really hit it off, for some reason, and Dave Dunlop was, in fact, looking happier than he had since his accident. The distraction of having someone who hadn’t heard all his stories before and was genuinely enjoying them, along with the excuse for a glass or two of wine before dinner as he told them, was giving his father something to look forward to every day and that could only help make his recovery less of an ordeal.

			That was enough all by itself to justify keeping the status quo, so one day was leading into the next and Jack hadn’t got around to trying to find a locum with experience of working in a mixed practice. Andi hadn’t asked how the search was going. She had said that she’d be happy to bridge the gap, so maybe she wasn’t in any hurry to leave?

			And maybe Jack wasn’t in any particular hurry for her to leave, either.

			Bess had even stopped growling at Pingu. She was just ignoring him now and Pingu was sensible enough to be keeping a respectful distance.

			He didn’t move when he saw Jack and Bess coming through the French doors onto the terrace this evening, however. Perhaps he felt safe because he was sandwiched on the couch between his father and Andi, who was holding up her phone high enough that he could see the screen when he couldn’t bend his neck.

			‘Maureen told me about them the other day,’ Andi was saying. ‘But I only had a look today. She’s right. They’re super cute, aren’t they?’

			‘What are?’

			Andi looked up at the sound of Jack’s voice.

			‘Valais Blacknose sheep,’ she told him. ‘Known as the cutest sheep in the world. Look...’ She handed him her phone. ‘Look at those adorable black faces and ears. They’ve even got black socks and knee patches.’

			Jack grunted and handed the phone back. ‘There are more important traits than looking cute.’

			‘I think I want one,’ Andi said. ‘Maureen was right. They’re the ovine equivalent of Pingu.’ She smiled at Jack. ‘You could get some. Your dad told me that you’ve got designer-coloured sheep. These guys would fit right in.’

			‘My mob is designed to produce coloured wool of the highest quality,’ Jack said. ‘Not just to look like fluffy toys.’ His sniff was offended. ‘We’ve put years into not just breeding for colour but for the fineness of a low micron, staple length and crimp and lustre. Our wool is snapped up by craftspeople for spinning, weaving and knitting. Besides, some of my lambs are just as cute as those ones. You’ll see for yourself in a few weeks’ time.’

			Good grief...had he really just said that he expected Andi to still be here at lambing time?

			Pretty much admitting that he wasn’t even going to try and find a different locum?

			Was that why Andi was giving him that odd look?

			Apparently not...

			‘My mother used to spin,’ she said quietly. ‘And knit. I remember helping her wind the wool into balls.’

			‘Past tense?’ Dave enquired gently.

			Andi simply nodded. ‘I lost both my parents in a car crash,’ she said. ‘I was probably about the same age as you were, Jack, when you lost your mum.’

			Jack blinked. He would have said he had nothing in common with Andi other than their profession. That they couldn’t be further apart, in fact. Country boy, city girl. A driver of a flash sports car versus a mud-splattered farm ute. Someone who much preferred having a fur child than the real thing.

			But perhaps they had more in common than their chosen work.

			Not that he wanted to compare memories of what it was like to lose a parent at an early age—any more than he’d want to talk about that failure of a marriage he’d had. He got the impression that Andi didn’t want to talk about it, either, but he knew how interested his sometimes overly compassionate father could be in learning more.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ Dave said. ‘That’s a terrible thing to have happened to you.’ He shook his head. ‘Those motorways around Auckland can be treacherous.’

			‘It was nowhere near Auckland,’ Andi told him. ‘I’d stopped at the place it happened on my way into Cutler’s Creek. That’s why I was on the road with Pingu when we met Jack and the sheep. There’s still a cross there, down by the bridge.’

			‘Good heavens...’ Dave sounded shocked. ‘Were they on holiday here?’

			‘No. We lived not far from Queenstown. It was my grandmother who took me to live in Auckland. She was the only family I had left. I hadn’t been back here since then.’

			Jack was just as shocked as his father. No wonder she’d been distracted and hadn’t been in total control of her dog on the road that day. And how hard had it been for her to come back to this part of the country in the first place? Why had she agreed to come?

			He could sense that his father was wanting to ask the same questions.

			Maybe he could do Andi a favour and stop her being forced to relive painful memories. Good grief, if anyone knew how that could reopen old wounds and make them bleed all over again, it should be him. Saving her from his father’s well-meaning but possibly unwelcome questions might even go some way to making up for the way he’d treated her when they’d first met and she was probably trying to escape the ghosts of her own past.

			‘Talking about cute sheep,’ he said. ‘I was about to go and move my mob. Not along the road, just from one paddock to another. Why don’t you come and help, Andi? There’s enough daylight left to take the horses and a couple of dogs.’ He dropped his gaze, hiding a smile. ‘Not Pingu, though. Might be best if you leave him here with Dad.’

			

			It was years since Andi had been riding. Not just riding but doing all the things that went with riding that she’d always enjoyed just as much.

			Catching the pony and leading it to where it could be tied up. Brushing off any dried mud that caused discomfort under a saddle or girth. Picking hooves to get rid of stones. The tasks were all so familiar. The feel and smell of the huge, warm body. The friendly nudge from a nose trying to communicate the desire for that other piece of carrot still in her pocket.

			Three farm dogs, including Bess, waited patiently while Jack took Andi into the barn to find a helmet that would fit her and collect the tack to put on the horses. He came to check her girth buckles were done up tightly enough when she’d put the saddle on Mary.

			‘Don’t want any more accidents on my watch,’ he murmured.

			Then they were off, trotting down the side of the long driveway, clopping across the main road and then waiting for Jack to lean down from the back of Custard and open the wire gate to let them into the first, empty, paddock. It was dotted with tussock and flat enough near the road but became a slope further up that was going to turn into steeper, rockier ground which would be slower going. The dogs took off at a joyous run, Meg barking non-stop, heading for the next gate at the top of the hill, and Custard was bobbing his head, asking for a loose rein so he could also run.

			Jack glanced back at Andi. ‘You okay?’

			‘I’m good.’ She knew how wide her smile was. She was loving this already.

			Jack grinned back at her. ‘Let’s go, then...’ He clicked his tongue, loosened his reins and Custard took off at a canter.

			The little bay mare was not about to be left behind. She was smaller than Custard, so she ended up in a gallop as Andi leaned forward to take her weight off the horse’s back and let her really stretch her legs going up the hill. Jack looked over his shoulder. He was grinning again as it became a race.

			‘We’ll call it a draw,’ Jack said as they slowed down a short time later, but the look he gave Andi was impressed. ‘You can ride, can’t you?’

			‘A bit.’

			Oh...he had that admiring look in his eyes again and that spear of sensation low down in her belly wasn’t entirely because of any movement of the horse beneath her. They knew each other so much better now, too. They might have been successfully maintaining perfectly professional boundaries, but there were moments like this when Andi was reminded of what had been simmering between them from the moment they’d met.

			She squeezed her legs against Mary and set off again. Another fast scramble uphill and a jump over a ditch was just the physical release she needed.

			They were on the top of the hill within minutes and the view was spectacular. They could see the township of Cutler’s Creek to one side, the patchwork of farmland and hills with the veins of a river and its tributaries running through it, and in the distance there was the glimpse of a mirror-still lake and the imposing peaks of the mountain ranges, including one that Andi never failed to recognise.

			‘Do you know why they were called the Remarkables?’

			‘Someone told me it was because the early settlers were sitting having a wine and admiring the sunset on the peaks and one of them said that they were remarkable.’

			Andi laughed. ‘I don’t think the wine industry was up and running at that point. I heard it was because they’re one of the only two mountain ranges on earth that run directly from north to south.’

			‘Where’s the other one?’

			‘In the Rockies.’ But Andi bit her lip. ‘I might have to check that fact, though.’

			‘When you’re not searching for cute sheep?’

			Andi rolled her eyes. ‘You’re still offended, aren’t you? Come on. Show me your sheep, then. I have to admit I didn’t notice how cute they were when I first met them.’

			Because she had been too busy noticing how cute the cowboy farmer was?

			She’d put on a woollen jumper because it was cooler this evening, but Jack had his favourite black tee shirt on and bare arms. He hadn’t gone for the kind of safety helmet she was wearing, either. He was wearing the cowboy hat that was so much a part of his look.

			He wasn’t just gorgeous looking, though, was he? He was...great company.

			He was just like his dad. Two country men with big hearts and a range of skills that a city man could only dream of acquiring.

			They were both vets as well, and Andi had seen and discussed enough of their work with them over the last week to know they were just as passionate about caring for animals as she was.

			The difference between them was, while she really liked Dave Dunlop, it was his son, Jack, that she was fighting an attraction for.

			And the more she learned about him, the harder it was becoming, because this was about so much more than looks or chemistry. He was a man who could be trusted. Admired, even. And that was blurring the well-defined boundaries of her comfort zone. Kind of like the way reconnecting with a place she’d never wanted to return to was also doing.

			It was still possible to keep her emotions under control.

			But it was disconcerting to feel them so much closer to the surface.

			Jack was setting off to demonstrate all his admirable sheep-handling skills. How well he could ride, pivoting on the proverbial sixpence to change direction quickly, directing his dogs with whistles and calls, rounding the sheep into a tight, controlled mob and...

			...and it was astonishingly sexy to watch him doing it.

			Not that Andi had the time to simply watch. She was getting almost as many instructions as the dogs as they moved the sheep to another paddock where there was more feed. With Mary’s help, Andi managed to keep up with the shifts of direction and speed changes that were required to keep the sheep moving steadily forward as a single unit.

			She was quite out of breath by the time Jack latched the gate on the new paddock when all the sheep were safely contained. The dogs had jumped into a concrete trough full of water to cool down and Andi and Jack both dismounted to give the horses a bit of a rest.

			They leaned on the gate to watch the sheep grabbing mouthfuls of the new grass.

			‘What’s with the different coloured blobs of paint on their heads?’ Andi asked.

			‘Blue blobs are the ones carrying twin lambs. I’ll need to separate them out next week and give them some supplementary feed.’

			‘I can see a pink one, too. Over there...’ Andi leaned a little closer to Jack as she pointed.

			‘Triplets. Sheep only have two teats so twins are easy, but an extra one can be too much so we’ll probably take one of them away to bottle raise.’ He eyed Andi. ‘I’ll make sure it’s a cute one and your wish will come true. It’ll be all yours.’

			Andi’s eyes widened as she turned to catch his gaze and it was only then she realised quite how close they were standing.

			‘You said you wanted one.’ Jack’s voice was a sexy growl.

			It felt like he was saying, You said you wanted me...

			‘Mmm...’ The sound of agreement was slightly choked. Andi couldn’t look away from him.

			Something was changing, she could feel that, too. She knew she should try and stop it happening but...

			...but she didn’t want to.

			This was...irresistible...

			A silent conversation was happening between them. The flash of surprise in Jack’s eyes morphed into something else.

			Andi had no idea what messages she was sending because her brain was completely scrambled. She tried to shift her gaze but only succeeded in dropping it.

			To Jack’s lips. Just in time to see the one-sided curve of an appreciative smile fading as he bent his head.

			To kiss her?

			Andi’s gaze flew up to see the question now in Jack’s eyes.

			Did she want this?

			Andi couldn’t summon any coherent words, but she was pretty sure that what she was thinking was written all over her face.

			Hell, yes...

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			‘WHAT IS THAT?’

			‘Can’t tell. It’s been a bit chewed.’ Jack shifted the tip of the endoscopy tube to get a better look at something that seemed partially embedded in the stomach of the young dog. ‘Definitely plastic, which will be why it showed up better on ultrasound than X-ray. Oh...wait...are those legs?’

			Andi leaned closer to peer at the screen as Jack paused to focus.

			It was by far the closest she’d been to him since they’d been up on the hill an hour or so ago.

			When he’d kissed her...

			Oh, man...what had he been thinking?

			He hadn’t been thinking, that was the problem. He’d given in to an attraction that had been there from the get-go—despite him knowing perfectly well that it was a weakness he needed to keep well away from.

			Not that it wasn’t a great kiss. It had been an astonishingly good kiss, in fact. But he hadn’t intended for it to happen, and while Andi had seemed perfectly happy to go along with the impulsive move, they’d both been a bit shocked afterwards, hadn’t they?

			One of the dogs—probably Bess—had given up her soak in the trough and decided to stand right beside Jack as she shook herself vigorously and showered them both with a surprising volume of cold, dirty water. The kiss had been instantly broken, but something was still hanging in the air between them. He had no idea what, but they were both standing there staring at each other like stunned mullets.

			Until his phone started ringing and he answered it to hear Dave telling him an emergency patient had turned up at the hospital.

			It had been a relief to have that moment broken, though. To have something else that they could both focus on, along with the physical distraction of getting back on the horses and down the hill as quickly as it was safely possible.

			‘Sounds like an intestinal obstruction,’ Jack told Andi as soon as they were on the way home. ‘Adolescent dog, who’s been off his food and vomiting for more than twenty-four hours now. Won’t let anyone touch his abdomen and he’s restless, so he’s obviously in pain.’

			‘Do they have any idea what he might have eaten?’

			‘No. But Rufus has been a destructive pup. Staffy cross who gets bored when the kids are at school.’

			They were silent as they cantered over the flat ground. Jack was slightly ahead of Andi and he was sure he could feel her gaze on his back. What was she thinking? Had she liked that kiss as much as he had?

			Would she...maybe...want to do it again?

			Not that he intended to find out. Even if he hadn’t been grappling with unsettling ghosts from the past, having someone around who reminded him of his ex-wife, Jack could just imagine what his father would have to say if he found out that he was seducing their house guest. He needed to find something else to think about. Fast.

			‘What’s the weirdest foreign object you’ve ever fished out of a dog?’ he asked as he slowed to open the gate to cross the road.

			‘The end of a toilet brush. You?’

			‘Can’t compete with that. I’ve had stones, a golf ball, hair ties and more than one case of a sock. Pair of undies, once.’

			‘I think that’s up there with a toilet brush. I wonder what it’ll be this time.’

			‘Let’s just hope it doesn’t need surgery. Don’t know about you, but I’m starving...’

			They’d delayed dinner to use the daylight still available to get the sheep moved, intending to eat as soon as they were done, but here they were and it was starting to look like it might be a while yet before they would get the chance to eat a meal.

			‘Yeah...’ Andi sounded fascinated as she stared at the screen. ‘Weird short legs. And that’s an arm.’

			‘It’ll be an action figure toy, I think. Looks vaguely familiar, in fact...’

			‘Do you think you can remove it endoscopically? Shall I find some rat tooth forceps or a net basket or a snare?’

			‘I’ll try some grasping forceps, but I don’t like the look of those sharp ends where it’s been chewed. Causing a perforation will make things a whole lot worse.’ And then he groaned. ‘There’s some bleeding here. I think there’s a perforation already, so we might have to give up on a quick fix.’

			‘I’ll let the family know. There’s no point in them waiting here half the night.’

			‘Are you happy to do the anaesthetic? We can toss a coin if you’d rather do the surgery.’

			‘Your call,’ Andi said. She was already moving towards the theatre door to get back to the anxious father and son who’d brought in their beloved family pet. ‘I’m happy to do whatever you want me to.’

			Oh...

			No. No, no, no...

			Jack wasn’t even going to let himself think of anything unprofessional that he might be tempted to ask Andi to do.

			He wasn’t going to listen to that little voice in the back of his head that was suggesting that Andi was nothing at all like his ex-wife and anything that happened between them could only be the briefest of flings because she’d made no secret of how much she wanted to get back to the city.

			His treacherous brain even came up with a new idea—that he might be able to get rid of those ghosts for good by having a good experience with someone like Andi. Maybe it would prove that the failure of his marriage hadn’t been entirely his fault and he could finally let go and move on from the past.

			No...

			She was their locum.

			They had to work together.

			She was living in the same house as him. And his father...

			It couldn’t be allowed to happen.

			No matter how much he might want to kiss her again.

			

			On the way back to the clinic, Andi had convinced herself that kissing Jack had been a very bad idea and there was no way she wanted it to happen again.

			Okay...maybe she’d had to argue with herself a little, when they’d been examining this unfortunate young dog—especially when his hands kept brushing hers when she was helping get the ultrasound and X-rays done—but the sensible side of her brain had won that argument.

			Jack Dunlop was so far out of her comfort zone when it came to men that he hadn’t been a contender to kiss, let alone to allow it to happen again or, heaven help her, go any further.

			Because he was dangerous.

			He made her feel things that she didn’t want to feel. That perhaps the physical attraction was too strong. That, even if you had no intention of letting it happen, you could fall in love with a man like Jack Dunlop. Emotions—especially intense ones like love—were dangerous because they had the power to destroy your world. She needed to stay in control.

			Because that was the only way to stay safe.

			Andi wasn’t quite sure how it had happened, but she managed to put it out of her mind completely as they began the more serious task of operating on this patient. She induced the anaesthetic in the already well-sedated dog, ensuring the drugs were mixed according to predetermined concentrations and the parameters on the anaesthetic equipment would be delivering adequate oxygen, ventilation and breathing rates, and then she shaved the belly, disinfected it and positioned Rufus on his back while Jack was getting scrubbed in. It would have been useful to have another assistant, but the retractor Jack employed to keep the surgical field open and visible was almost as good.

			It was only a very short time ago that Andi had seen his hands engaged in farmer-type activities, like throwing a saddle onto a horse or tightening girth buckles, opening gate latches or chopping dog roll to feed his pack in a hurry. They looked like someone else’s hands now, towards the opposite end of a spectrum that measured precision, encased in sterile gloves and handling surgical instruments, like scalpels and forceps, with a skill that let Andi relax and simply watch.

			Bad move, she decided, only moments later. Because her gaze was still on his hands and she was thinking of something else she’d seen him doing with them earlier this evening. Or, rather, she’d felt them.

			She could still feel the way he’d cupped her chin between his finger and thumb—a relaxed version of how he held them in his mouth when whistling at his dogs—as he’d lowered his mouth to touch hers. She’d been just as aware of the touch of his fingers as the way his lips were moving over hers. She had wanted those fingers to move towards other parts of her body, hadn’t she? And then she’d felt the touch of his tongue against hers and lost the ability to think coherently at all, until they’d been showered with that icy water from the trough, thanks to Bess. The shock had sent them jerking apart, but there had been a moment then, when they’d simply stared at each other and there was an intensity in that eye contact that was...

			...something that Andi had never felt before in her life.

			She was still watching his hands as he located the foreign object this dog had swallowed. She picked up a kidney dish to receive whatever it was, but there was nothing more she needed to do until she could assist Jack in what needed to be done in the way of repairs and closing the wound. She could hear the steady tick of the heart monitor and see that all the dog’s vital signs were reassuringly normal, so it wasn’t a problem that her brain was taking advantage of a momentary lull in the need to focus to the total exclusion of anything else.

			Was it trying to revive the argument that had already been dealt with? Offering that curiosity about how she’d felt in the wake of that kiss as a reason she might want to let it happen again?

			What if that totally new feeling wasn’t something to run away from?

			What if it was something important that she hadn’t known was missing from her life?

			Would it, perhaps, be a good idea to spend some more time alone with Jack?

			‘Ah ha...’ Jack’s tone suggested a lightbulb moment—as if he knew the answer to the questions flitting through Andi’s head. He was even nodding his agreement, which gave Andi a frisson of something that felt almost like excitement.

			But, no...he was far more professionally focused than she was right now. ‘I know what this is,’ he told Andi.

			‘Oh...?’

			‘I had one of these when I was a kid—back in the nineties. It was a promotion at petrol stations. Not toys as much as collectors’ items to celebrate famous All Blacks.’ The plastic blob dropped into the kidney dish Andi was holding with a solid thud. ‘I seem to remember that this one was the most sought after.’

			Andi peered at the object. A figurine with an oversized head, wearing a black shirt and shorts.

			‘It’s Jonah Lomu,’ Jack prompted. He shook his head. ‘You’re not into rugby?’

			‘Not really, no...’

			‘Someone will want that back. They might be a bit upset that his legs have been amputated below the knees, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it can’t trump your toilet brush, does it?’

			‘Not at all. You totally deserve first prize.’

			Andi could hear the smile in Jack’s voice. She could see the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She could feel it again, too. That odd feeling, whatever it was, in the way his gaze was holding hers—as if he could see right into her soul.

			She didn’t like that.

			What if he saw what her grandmother had seen?

			That she wasn’t worth admiring, let alone loving?

			That he’d been right in not wanting her to be here in the first place?

			The thought was disturbing enough to make it easy to break the eye contact. Besides, it was time to check their patient’s vital signs again.

			‘Okay...’ Jack cleared his throat. ‘Let’s get this perforation repaired and then we’ll give the whole field a thorough flush to get it as clean as possible and we can close up.’

			But he looked up again a moment later. ‘Speaking of first prizes...do you want to come to the dog trials this weekend? They need a vet there, but I’ll be able to concentrate a lot better when I’m competing if I know someone’s keeping an eye on Dad and making sure he’s not overdoing things on his first outing since the accident.’

			This invitation wasn’t an opportunity to be alone with Jack. She’d be in a crowd of people, with his dad as a chaperone, so she was perfectly safe—from any intentions that either of them might have to repeat that kiss. Andi had never been to a dog trial before. It was always worth trying something different, wasn’t it? You might just discover a passion you didn’t know you had. Or you could cross it off the list of things that you wanted in your life and try something else instead.

			‘Sure,’ she found herself saying. ‘Can Pingu come?’

			

			Pingu was absolutely fascinated by the dog trials.

			He sat by Andi’s feet, bolt upright, quivering with the excitement of the crowd of spectators, the constant barking of the huntaways and watching the dogs working with the sheep.

			Andi, who was keeping a very tight hold on Pingu’s leash, was just as fascinated and was grateful to have Dave standing beside her and explaining what was going on while the competitors and their dogs were on the course.

			‘So this is the zigzag hunt for huntaways. You need a nice, steep hill like this and the three sheep get released at the bottom and the dog has to get them up the zigzag course between those markers and through the gap between those two gates at the top of the hill. The dog has to always face the sheep and not the handler. That’s why they’re called huntaways—they’re sending the sheep away from the handler. Heading dogs bring the sheep towards the handler.’

			‘Oh...it’s Jack’s turn. Look...’

			‘Wouldn’t be surprised if Meg wins this with Jed out of the picture. All depends on how cooperative the sheep feel like being, mind you. The bolshy ones can be impossible. One of them will make a run for it and the others just follow.’

			Andi might not be quivering, but she was watching Jack as intently as Pingu was, listening to his whistles and calls, holding her breath as Meg drove the sheep through the first set of markers and then made them change direction. He looked absolutely at home, standing tall and confident in his jeans and gumboots and the signature red-and-black-checked bush shirt of a man who loved to be outdoors. He even held a shepherd’s crook and Andi found herself watching him rather than the progress of the sheep up the hill.

			Thinking about that kiss...

			When the run ended and the clapping and whistles from spectators suggested that Jack and Meg had done very well, Andi watched Meg, clearly not slowed down by her pregnancy, flying back down the hill in response to Jack’s whistle. She coiled her body around Jack’s legs, waving her tail and looking up at him adoringly, and Andi found herself smiling as Jack leaned down and gave her some love, ruffling the hair on her head and patting her back. She could feel the bond between man and dog even from this distance. Being kind to dogs was...

			...well, it was pretty damned sexy, that’s what it was.

			Everybody knew everybody here and it seemed that the whole community wanted to talk to Dave and Jack. Maureen arrived and insisted that Dave rested for a while. She took him away to sit in the ute and eat sausages wrapped in bread from the sausage sizzle being provided as a fundraiser for a local charity. Andi wasn’t left alone, though. She’d only been in the district for a short time, but she didn’t feel like a stranger. She recognised some people who’d come through the vet clinic and Terry was here with Jed, who was wearing his knee support.

			‘I’ll put him back in the truck in a minute,’ Terry said. ‘Thought I’d come and watch Jack and Bess in the short head and yard.’

			‘The what?’

			‘It’s a heading dog class—dog has to drive the sheep along a marked track, through hurdles and then get them into the pen. The only thing the handler’s allowed to do to help is to hold the gate of the pen open. They get up to fourteen minutes, but I’ve seen Jack and Bess do it in less than seven.’

			Seven minutes.

			It wasn’t a long time, but it would be long enough.

			Too long, really, if she was going to be staring at Jack Dunlop and thinking about that kiss. Feeling those delicious spears of sensation that started deep in her belly and spread like liquid fire through her body every time she remembered what it was like when his lips had touched hers.

			The more she thought about it, the more Andi was convincing herself that she wanted it to happen again. To find out if it was as good as the first time. To see if it would go any further. To find out what she might have been missing in avoiding the kind of man she had always assumed would be totally unsuitable?

			She’d said it herself, after all.

			Whatever the outcome, the learning experience you got almost always made it worth trying something different.

			

			Jack dipped the gauze into the antiseptic solution and gently cleaned around one of the pins attaching the halo brace to his father’s skull. Then he used another piece to dry the skin.

			‘Looking good, Dad. The skin’s not red or oozy. Have you got any pain?’

			‘Bit of a headache, but I’ve been on my feet for a lot longer today.’

			‘I should have got Maureen to take you home early.’

			‘And miss out on seeing you getting all those ribbons?’ Dave’s smile was weary but happy. ‘It’s been a great day. I think Andi enjoyed it as much as we did. Pingu certainly did. I think he got more attention than any of the working dogs. Every kid there had to come and pat him.’

			Jack grunted. They might have been enjoying themselves, but the fact that people had noticed them so much was because it was obvious they were out of place on a high country farm. They wouldn’t get a second glance if they were sitting in a trendy café in a big city.

			No...that wasn’t true. Andi would get a second glance anywhere, especially from men. He’d noticed a few going in her direction at the trials today. Someone needed to warn those young farmers not to even think about it. Those city girls might fall in love with a country boy and be quite prepared to embrace the challenge of living in the middle of nowhere, but they’d get bored soon enough and fall out of love with everything, including them, and life would get miserable for everybody.

			Like his life had been.

			It had felt like it was his fault. He couldn’t live in a city. He couldn’t make his wife happy in the country. Being with him was never going to be enough.

			He was never going to be enough.

			It was no wonder he’d avoided getting too involved with anyone again for a long, long time. If he didn’t stay with anyone too long, they couldn’t find out that he was a failure when it came to something long term.

			‘Are you done?’ Dave’s voice broke into his thoughts.

			‘Yep.’

			‘Good. I still need to clean my teeth and Andi’s probably back from her walk now. She’ll be wanting to have a shower, I expect, after being out on the farm all day.’

			Jack didn’t want to think about Andi having a shower.

			Standing naked under a rain of hot water. With maybe a cascade of shampoo bubbles streaming down her bare back...

			Oh, man...was he ever going to get that kiss out of his head?

			He had to make an effort to tune back into what his father was saying.

			‘The cottage?’

			‘That’s what I said. Andi’s not about to rush back to Auckland, but I reckon she’d appreciate a bit more of her own space.’

			Her own space?

			Away from the house? And his father?

			A...private space?

			Dave’s voice was just a background to his thoughts. ‘I might wander down tomorrow and see if anything needs doing to make it habitable after those shearers used it last.’

			‘I can do that.’ Jack actually needed to shake his head to clear it. ‘I’ll go down when you’re in bed. I want to make sure Meg didn’t overdo it today. That litter of pups isn’t too far away.’

			

			He took some of the roast chicken left over from dinner to Meg as a treat and made sure she had a comfortable nest of blankets in her kennel. He’d move her up to the house soon and she could live in the laundry room while she raised her babies. It might put Bess’s nose out of joint because she was the only farm dog who got to live up at the house, but she’d stopped growling at Pingu a while back now. She’d even let the little dog sit beside her when they were watching others compete today.

			Had Pingu seen that as a thawing in their relationship? Was that why he bounced out of the shadows of the barn as Jack and Bess headed away from the kennels?

			Bess froze, her head lowering as if she was on the case of a disobedient sheep.

			‘Easy, girl,’ Jack murmured.

			Andi appeared from around the corner of the barn as well. The moonlight was doing something interesting to her blonde hair, making it silver rather than gold. Jack had to squash another image of it being full of soap suds.

			He cleared his throat. ‘You two are having a long walk tonight.’

			‘We’ve been working,’ Andi told him. ‘I think Pingu wants to learn to be a sheepdog. We’ve been practising going right and left.’

			‘You might want to make that “over” for left and “away” for right,’ Jack suggested. ‘Then you’ll sound more like you know what you’re talking about.’

			‘I’ll need to learn to whistle, too.’ Andi put her fingers to her lips and blew on them but made no sound.

			Jack laughed. ‘You’re such a girl.’

			Andi’s jaw dropped. ‘You can’t say things like that.’

			Jack was still grinning. ‘I used to get away with it in primary school.’

			It looked as if Andi was having difficulty stifling a smile. ‘I’ll bet you did...’

			Jack held her gaze. ‘But we’re grown-ups now, so I suppose I should apologise for saying that.’

			She wasn’t looking away. And something was changing. There was an undercurrent to the banter that was making Jack wonder if she was thinking about that kiss.

			Because he sure as hell was...

			

			It was going to happen again.

			Jack was about to kiss her and that melty thing was out of control. It was even affecting important structures—like her knee joints? Good grief...was she actually going weak at the knees?

			Something was certainly becoming weak and it wasn’t just the muscles she needed to use to break that eye contact. Andi had the horrible suspicion that it was any willpower she might need to summon in order to stop this kiss happening. Neither could she stop the flash coming from the part of her brain that was most definitely not the sensible side.

			Jack’s right, it was telling her. You’re both grown up. You’re allowed to kiss him... And then, even worse—You know you want to...

			It would be the heart ruling the head. Not going to happen.

			Why not? You’re not going to marry the guy. Or even fall in love with him. This is just like a holiday.

			It would be totally unprofessional.

			Not working hours now, is it?

			The voice faded as Jack’s face came closer. This was a déjà vu moment now. Except she wasn’t leaning on a farm gate while it was still daylight. The darkness and privacy of the night was surrounding them and it was cold enough to make that first touch of Jack’s lips as hot as flames.

			Andi had the answer to her question instantly. This kiss was just as good as the first one. But then it deepened to another level as the loose grip of Jack’s hands on her shoulders tightened and he pulled her close enough for her whole body to be touching his.

			Dear Lord...

			Andi did make an attempt to regain control—as soon as she could take a breath—but it was undermined by how indecisive her voice sounded.

			‘We shouldn’t be doing this.’

			Was Jack smiling at her?

			‘Don’t you want to?’

			Andi tried to say ‘no’ but the word wouldn’t come out.

			‘Who’s going to know?’ he murmured.

			‘Your father, for one.’ Andi pulled in a breath. This might work. ‘And he might tell his mate Warren, who might change his mind about offering me a partnership due to my unprofessional conduct, and...and that partnership is something I really, really want. It’s the only reason I agreed to come here.’

			Jack shrugged. ‘There’s no reason for anyone to know. Including Dad.’

			‘We’re living in the same house.’

			‘Ah...’ One of Jack’s eyebrows rose. ‘That’s why I’m out here. Dad thought you might like to have your own space, so I’m going to check the shearer’s cottage to see if it’s up to scratch.’

			He wasn’t smiling at her now. He was, however, holding her gaze with an intensity that sent a shiver down Andi’s spine.

			‘Come with me,’ he said softly. ‘We’ll check it out together and see how good it might be. Not that it has to be perfect. I mean...it’s not forever, is it? You could try it just for a night or two, and if it doesn’t suit, we’ll never need to mention it again. Or you could enjoy it for the rest of your time here. Entirely your choice. No pressure.’

			Andi’s breath had caught somewhere in her chest and wasn’t going anywhere. Jack wasn’t talking about her using the cottage, was he? He was talking about exactly what she’d been thinking about far too much.

			Finding out what it would be like to be with someone she would never remotely consider being with in her normal life.

			Part of Andi’s brain was registering that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. How many cowboys was she likely to meet in her future in Auckland? The question was, how much could she really trust Jack Dunlop?

			Then she remembered the bond she had sensed between Jack and his father. She thought of the way his dogs looked up at him and the way he’d ruffled Bess’s hair when she’d done a good job today.

			And there was the answer to that question.

			She could absolutely trust Jack.

			Andi could breathe again. And speak.

			‘Yes, please...’ she whispered. ‘I would like to see the cottage.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			JACK HAD ALMOST forgotten that Andi owned a pair of white jeans.

			She’d even taken his advice and purchased a pair of bright blue, long-sleeved overalls a few days ago—at the farm and rural supplies store in Cutler’s Creek. She had them on for the first time today and Jack had to wonder how she managed to make such a shapeless item of clothing look sexy. He watched her tucking the legs of the overalls into her black gumboots with the red band on the top.

			Jack grinned at her over the open door of his ute that he was leaning on. Not that he could tell her how sexy she looked. Not during working hours, anyway.

			‘You almost look like a country vet,’ he said.

			‘I feel like one,’ Andi said. ‘Now that you’re finally letting me go on a farm job.’ She looked into the back seat of the double cab. ‘Bess is coming?’

			‘Yep. Always comes with me.’

			Andi gave him a look.

			Jack lifted his eyebrows. ‘You want the penguin dog to come?’

			She lifted her eyebrows right back at him. ‘Why not?’

			‘Because he might cause havoc.’

			‘Not if he’s anywhere near Bess. You know he just sits there and stares at her. He’s started copying everything she does. I think he’s totally smitten...’

			Jack sighed. ‘Go and get him, then. But be quick. Marigold is not feeling very well.’

			Her awkward running in her gumboots made him smile. She looked like a kid playing dress-ups. But Jack knew just how unchildlike Andrea Chamberlain could be. He had, in fact, discovered a whole new level of adult fun in the old shearer’s cottage the other night in a sexual encounter that had left him...

			...blindsided, to be honest.

			The sheer heat of the woman. And that captivating mix that was somehow vulnerable but brave and adventurous at the same time had left him wishing he’d slowed things down a whole heap more and made it last as long as possible.

			They’d crept back into the house quietly and Dave didn’t show any signs of suspecting anything untoward had been going on at breakfast time the next morning.

			‘Jack tells me he showed you the cottage.’

			Andi looked as if she was swallowing her bite of toast rather hurriedly.

			‘What did you think of it?’

			‘I liked it.’ Andi’s smile had been the picture of innocence, but Jack knew she’d been avoiding catching his gaze. ‘It’s a bit of Central Otago history with that stonework and the old fireplace, isn’t it?’

			‘You make it yours, then.’ Dave nodded. ‘And enjoy it while you’re here.’

			Jack had enjoyed it again himself, a day or two later, when the cottage had had a spring clean, thanks to Maureen, and there was fresh linen on the bed, but if he was really honest, nothing was going to beat that first time—when everything had been a bit dusty and deserted and they’d made love on a bare mattress with the moonlight sneaking in through a grimy window.

			He’d been completely wrong about Andi being a princess, hadn’t he?

			She didn’t seem to have been at all put off by that dusty room and bare mattress.

			

			‘You’d better behave,’ Andi whispered to Pingu when she released him from his working hours’ crate in the back of the animal hospital and clipped on his harness. ‘This is the first farm callout I’ve been allowed to go on and I want...’

			Her voice trailed into silence as they got outside and hurried back to the ute. She couldn’t say it out loud. Imagine if Jack knew that what she really wanted to happen today was that he would be impressed at how she could cope with being out of her comfort zone.

			Not just with potentially doing surgery away from a well-equipped and hygienic operating theatre in a veterinary hospital. She wanted him to be as impressed with her as she was with him.

			Who knew that such a confident, masculine guy who was perfectly at ease wrangling horses and dogs and sheep and could whistle like a pro even without using a shepherd’s whistle or his fingers could be so...gentle in bed? Considerate. Exciting. Sheer, irrepressible fun?

			Andi had had no idea what she’d been missing out on.

			That the feeling of being wanted, even if it was purely in a physical sense, was a very powerful thing.

			Wanted. Appreciated. Loved, even, for those magic minutes together when nothing and nobody else existed.

			She did know how unlikely it was she was going to find anybody like Jack back in Auckland, mind you.

			And that was her excuse for behaving so out of character while she was here. She was going to jolly well make the most of her time with Jack Dunlop. She wanted him to remember her for more than their personal connection out of work hours, however. She wanted him to send back a glowing reference to Warren to make sure he didn’t forget about that partnership offer.

			So, here she was, on a visit out to a farm to see a house cow by the name of Marigold and she was trying hard to retrieve everything she’d learned at vet school about treating health issues with ruminants. She suspected that Jack might find it amusing to throw her in at the deep end.

			She wasn’t wrong. He parked the ute with all their gear in the back beside the pen where the farmer, Glenys, was waiting for them.

			‘This is Andi,’ he told Glenys. ‘She’s going to take a look at Marigold for you.’

			Andi was already looking at Marigold, who was a beautiful example of a Jersey cow, with huge brown eyes and a face that advertised how gentle she was likely to be.

			‘We hand milk her,’ Glenys told Andi. ‘She’s off her food and her milk production has dropped right off.’

			Andi rubbed Marigold’s nose. ‘Has anything else changed for her? Has she had a calf recently?’

			‘Yes. We’ve got the baby shut in the barn so it didn’t get in the way. I think Marigold’s relieved to have a break from it trying to feed. I’m thinking we might need to start bottle-feeding the baby.’

			Andi could feel Jack watching her as she made a visual assessment of their patient, although he was trying to look like a casual observer as he stooped and picked a long stalk of grass. From the corner of her eye, Andi could see Bess watching from the back window of the ute. And yeah... Pingu had to be standing on his back legs for his head to get into the frame of the window. Glenys was holding Marigold’s halter and she was watching intently.

			‘We all love Marigold,’ she said, with a catch in her voice. ‘We’ve had her since she was a calf and she’s a part of the family. The kids would be absolutely devastated if anything happened to her.’

			No pressure, then, Andi thought. Not that she really felt on her own here. Jack might be giving her the space to show what she could do, but she knew she could trust him to jump in if she asked for assistance.

			It was obvious that Marigold wasn’t distressed by being separated from her calf, which suggested her behaviour wasn’t normal. Andi also noted the asymmetry in the cow’s abdomen when she looked at her from the back. She ran her hands over Marigold’s belly and then put her stethoscope against the skin and began to percuss the abdomen by flicking her fingers against it firmly. She could hear the distinct pinging sound like hitting a metal drum on the left side.

			‘I think she’s got an LDA,’ she told Glenys.

			‘A what?’

			‘A left displaced abomasum. It’s the cow’s fourth stomach. It gets filled with gas, floats up like a balloon and moves to the left side.’

			Jack was chewing on the end of the stalk of grass. He was also nodding. ‘I could hear the ping from here,’ he said.

			‘Can it be treated?’ Glenys asked. ‘Is it dangerous?’

			‘It can be dangerous,’ Andi said. ‘But it’s treatable.’

			‘With surgery,’ Jack confirmed. ‘We make an incision in the right flank, find what feels like a basketball on the left side, let the air out and pull the stomach back into its correct position. We can stitch it into place and make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

			‘Goodness me...’ Glenys put her forehead against Marigold’s neck. ‘That sounds major.’

			‘You might be surprised,’ Jack said reassuringly. ‘I’ve seen cows walk off and start grazing as soon as they’re stitched up. She’s going to feel so much better when this is sorted.’ He dropped the stalk of grass and caught Andi’s gaze. ‘I’ll get us set up for surgery, shall I?’

			

			Marigold wasn’t the only one who felt a lot better when the surgery was over. Andi was breathing a huge sigh of relief that it had all gone without a hitch.

			So was Glenys. She watched Andi putting in the final stitches to close the incision.

			‘That’s so neat,’ she said. ‘And it’s not bothering Marigold at all.’

			‘The local hasn’t worn off yet, but she’ll be fine. Keep an eye on it and let us know if you notice any discharge or swelling.’

			‘Thank you so much, Andi. I’d heard you were good. Terry’s been singing your praises after you operated on Jed.’ She glanced at Jack. ‘How’s Dave doing?’

			‘Getting there. He’ll have to keep the brace on for a few weeks longer and will still need to be careful when it comes off, but his medical team is happy with the way he’s healing.’

			‘So you might need Andi to hang around for a while yet, then?’ Glenys smiled at Andi as she snipped off the last stitch. ‘Dave might want to slow down enough to retire one of these days.’

			Jack shook his head. ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree there, Glenys. Andi here’s a city girl through and through. She had to have her arm twisted to come here in the first place and I’m quite sure she’s hanging out to get back to Auckland.’

			Andi had done a neat job, but she found herself frowning as she gave the wound a final check and then sprayed it with a liquid bandage to help keep it clean. Jack was right, of course. She was hanging out to get back to Auckland. To her chic apartment close to the waterfront that afforded a spectacular view of the harbour. It was right in the heart of New Zealand’s most vibrant city with limitless choice of amazing restaurants and bars and venues for sought-after internationally acclaimed concerts and shows. She had beautiful parks to go walking in with Pingu and countless beaches within easy reach. And she was missing her yoga classes and her personal trainer and taking Pingu for a puppaccino at her favourite café.

			So why did it feel vaguely hurtful that Jack sounded so cheerful about her wanting to get away from Cutler’s Creek?

			He hadn’t given the impression that he was hanging out for her to disappear back to the big smoke the last time he’d come to visit her in the cottage, that was for sure. She’d been left feeling as if he would be happy to be sharing her bed for quite some time to come.

			As happy as she was to have him there?

			It wasn’t that she was really hurt, of course. They both knew this was just a bit of a fling. Something to help pass the time before she went back where she belonged. An interlude before Jack got down to the serious business of finding the nice country girl who would be happy to give him that large tribe of children he wanted in his future. They were such complete opposites, it could only ever be a fling.

			A sexual thing.

			The old friendship with benefits kind of thing.

			So why did it feel as if there was something lurking beneath the surface that shouldn’t be there?

			Why did it make Andi feel as if they shouldn’t be doing it at all, even though she didn’t want to be the one to pull the plug?

			It was going to end anyway, wasn’t it?

			‘There...’ Andi put the spray can of liquid bandage back into the box of gear. ‘I think we’re all done here.’ She went to pick up the box, but Jack beat her to it.

			‘I’ve got it. You can’t do all the work.’ His smile was lazy. ‘Word might get around the district and someone will start a petition to persuade you to stay in Cutler’s Creek.’

			He walked away towards the ute and, for some reason, it was an effort not to watch him. She bent to pick up a crumpled glove and some discarded packaging instead.

			Glenys was untying Marigold, but she was also watching Jack. ‘Shame you’re not going to be staying that much longer,’ she said. She seemed to be giving Andi the ghost of a wink as she looked up. ‘Must be a breath of fresh air for those Dunlop men to have a woman around for a while. Might have even been enough to persuade one of them to move on.’

			‘Move on?’

			‘Dave’s never got over losing Jack’s mum, but everyone can see that he and Maureen would be great together. And as for Jack...’ Glenys shook her head. ‘It’s been nearly ten years. More than enough time to get over it.’

			Andi raised her eyebrows, but Marigold was pulling Glenys towards a patch of long, green grass. She was obviously feeling better enough to realise she was hungry, which was a good sign. Glenys looked back over her shoulder.

			‘Yeah...’ she said quietly. ‘Just because his marriage didn’t work out doesn’t mean he has to stay single for the rest of his life, does it?’

			

			It was very quiet.

			Jack could only hear the engine noise of the ute and the sound of the thick tread of his all-terrain tyres on the unsealed farm road.

			If he glanced over his shoulder, he could see two happy dogs sitting on the back seat, the windows cracked enough to give them some fresh air, but only Bess was tall enough to reach the gap with her nose. If he looked sideways, he could see Andi’s profile. That cute snubbed nose and a shorter wisp of hair that had escaped from her ponytail to curl in front of her ear.

			She was looking straight ahead through the windscreen and there was something about her body language that suggested she was deep in thought.

			‘Penny for them?’

			She flicked him a glance but didn’t say anything.

			‘You’ve never done that particular surgery before, have you?’

			Andi shook her head.

			‘You did a good job.’

			‘Only because you talked me through it. I probably wouldn’t have remembered to make the incision on the opposite side and then reach in like that to find the stomach. Or where the best spot to attach it was.’

			She’d done it, though. The expression on her face when she had her arm, in a full-length surgical sleeve, right inside Marigold as she concentrated on piercing the distended organ to release the pressure of air had been worth seeing. That sheer determination to do the best job she possibly could was pretty impressive.

			‘You did a good job,’ Jack repeated. ‘What does it matter if I was talking you through it? You won’t need me next time.’

			They both fell silent for a beat.

			They both knew how unlikely it was that there would be a next time.

			Andi got out to open the farm gate to the main road but avoided looking at Jack as she got back into the vehicle.

			Okay...something was off. Ever since that first time in the cottage—no, ever since that first kiss—there’d been something hanging in the air between them. He’d really thought that nothing could beat that first time they’d made love on that bare mattress in the dusty cottage but, unbelievably, each time was better than the one before. They were getting familiar with each other’s bodies. Physically comfortable enough with each other that the sex was...well, it was off-the-charts good, that’s what it was.

			And whatever it was in the air was thick enough to almost be something he could touch. Some kind of electricity? It certainly felt like sparks, that’s for sure. Even a heartbeat of eye contact was enough to be able to feel them and... Jack liked it. A lot. They made him feel increasingly more alive as they built up the anticipation to when he and Andi could be alone together again.

			But they were alone right now and...he couldn’t feel the sparks.

			Had Andi flicked a switch and turned them off for some reason?

			Had she been offended that he’d talked her through that surgery?

			Or...wait...

			‘I didn’t offend you, did I?’ he asked. ‘By telling Glenys that you were hanging out to get back to the big smoke?’

			‘Why would I be?’ Andi was looking out of her side window now. ‘It’s true.’

			The road was empty both in front and behind them. They were a fair distance out of Cutler’s Creek, with acres of sheep-dotted farmland around them and a wall of mountains ahead. There was a wide enough shoulder on the road to pull off and that’s what Jack did, without even thinking about it.

			‘Why are we stopping?’ Andi asked. ‘Is something wrong?’

			‘You tell me.’

			Andi met the steady look he was giving her. For a moment, he thought she was going to do that thing that women are so good at doing and claim there was nothing wrong when it was clear there was, but she didn’t.

			‘You never told me you were married,’ she said.

			Jack’s jaw dropped. ‘I’m not.’

			‘But you were.’

			‘Ancient history. What the hell has that got to do with anything?’

			Andi looked disconcerted now. ‘I don’t know... I guess... I thought we were friends, Jack.’

			‘We are.’ He tried a smile. ‘I never go to bed with someone I don’t like.’

			His humour fell like a lead balloon.

			‘Did Glenys say something?’

			‘Yes. She said it was time you moved on.’ Andi tucked that stray curl behind her ear. ‘She’s got a point, you know. You need to be getting on with it, if you want that tribe of kids you said you wanted. Unless you think you’re going to get lucky and have triplets, like that sheep of yours.’

			Her attempt at humour was even worse than his, so Jack ignored it, but she did have a point.

			‘Maybe I’ll adopt some,’ he said. ‘And bump the numbers up that way.’

			Andi was silent and Jack mentally kicked himself. She’d been orphaned at a young age. Could the idea of adoption have touched a nerve that might still be raw even after so many years? No...she’d been miffed well before his ill-considered comment.

			‘I don’t get why you’re upset,’ he said. ‘Why does it even matter that I’ve had a marriage that didn’t work out?’

			‘I’m not upset. I’m just...surprised, I guess.’

			‘That anyone would have wanted to marry me?’

			‘No...’ At least that made her smile. And then she looked serious again. ‘Maybe I’m surprised that it didn’t work out. You’re a nice guy, Jack.’ She lifted an eyebrow. ‘I’d give you a good reference.’

			Jack gave a huff of laughter. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ Then he let his breath out in a sigh. ‘I didn’t tell you I’d been married because it’s something I prefer not to think about. I met Roz in Queenstown when I was fresh out of vet school. She was an event planner and she was good at it. The bigger the better, but she said she was happy to give it all up for love and become a rural vet’s wife. Until she wasn’t happy, which was pretty much after the honeymoon was over and she found out what living in a small, country town was like. We stuck it out for a year—even tried living in the city for a while—but it was unbearable for both of us and the only way out was to go our separate ways. Hers was off to New York to get back together with the man she’d broken up with to be with me.’

			‘Ouch...’ Andi visibly winced. ‘Sorry...’

			‘Wasn’t your fault.’

			‘I’m sorry I made you talk about it.’

			Jack shrugged. ‘It was bound to come up. Everybody knows too much about you in a place like Cutler’s Creek. They’ve been watching me for years, waiting for me to move on, but...it just makes it less likely when I know I’m being watched.’

			‘I’m not watching.’

			Jack laughed. ‘No...you’re being watched. That’s why I told Glenys that you’re only around for a short time before you escape back to the city.’ He caught her gaze. ‘I like what we have,’ he added quietly. ‘And it’s not going to be for much longer, so I’d prefer to keep it private.’

			Andi was holding his gaze. ‘I like it, too,’ she said.

			Jack was smiling again.

			They were back. Those sparks. So thick in the confines of this vehicle cab that he could almost taste them.

			He could even see them dancing in Andi’s eyes. All was right in the world again. He loosened his seat belt and leaned towards her. A kiss was definitely called for here, wasn’t it?

			Just to seal the deal and make sure things were back to normal.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			THE DAYS WERE flying past as the spring workload ramped up.

			On top of routine farm and clinic work and dealing with emergencies, there were baby animals everywhere. Calves had been arriving since the end of winter, there were foals and baby goats and kittens being born and lambing season was well underway.

			The days were long and the weather changeable—warm one day, pouring with rain the next, windy enough to be blowing the blossom off fruit trees and there was even the threat of a late snowfall to worry about.

			Andi was wearing an oilskin raincoat and her gumboots as she helped Jack move his sheep into a paddock behind the woolshed as daylight was fading. They hadn’t taken the horses this time because it was the end of a long day and it was starting to rain, so the sooner they got the job done, the better.

			Jack was driving his all-terrain vehicle, which was like a four-wheeled motorbike with a wide enough seat for two people and it had a tray at the back that the dogs could sit on. They had Bess and Jazz with them. Meg was due to produce her own babies soon and was back at the house with Pingu and Dave, who was mobile enough now to be preparing dinner.

			The bench seat of the quad bike was quite a snug fit for two people, but Andi didn’t mind at all being close enough for her leg to be pressed against Jack’s. It was her job to jump out and open and close the gates and she was getting cold enough to be increasingly grateful for the warmth of his body.

			Okay...it wasn’t just because it was cold.

			She loved being this close to Jack.

			Who would have thought—when she was so horrified at Warren’s decree that she should go and work in his mate’s rural vet practice and live on a farm for months—that she could be out in all weathers like this and doing the kind of veterinary or farm work she had never been attracted to and...that she would end up enjoying it?

			Not that Andi wasn’t looking forward to getting back to her predictable, safe routine in the city and her clean, dry working conditions. If anything, she was going to appreciate them more for having experienced such a contrast.

			Would she appreciate being amongst the kind of men she’d always considered predictable and safe as well? Men who didn’t give or demand a level of emotional involvement that could threaten the safe boundaries of a life she had painstakingly built for herself. Men who were nothing at all like Jack Dunlop. But that was what made them safe, wasn’t it?

			Andi wasn’t so sure about that part of her return to her old life. She was trying not to think about it, in fact, other than that it was the perfect excuse to make the most of this never-to-be-repeated blip in her career trajectory.

			The stolen times with Jack, that only they knew about, were setting a bar in her sex life that was very unlikely to ever be available again. To be honest, Andi had believed that physical chemistry like this only happened between the pages of a book or in a movie, not in real life.

			Was it all that practice Jack had had as a bad boy that made him so attuned to discovering anything and everything that could make a woman whimper in pleasure?

			Or was it because it was almost illicit, given that she was here in a purely professional capacity as a favour to the man who had the power to give her the career she’d always dreamed of?

			Or that she would never have considered getting in this deep when it would have been an instant deal-breaker to discover that a man she was dating wanted to have a big family?

			No...she knew that there was some strange alchemy that was making this...friendship...with Jack Dunlop so extraordinary. She had stepped out of her real life, which meant that she could pretend to be someone different. Someone who didn’t have the shackles of having to make sure she didn’t do anything that could undermine the security of the future she was building for herself?

			Yes...this was the opportunity to try anything and everything she’d never dared to try before and she only had to remind herself that the window of time was closing fast to find the courage to do exactly that.

			She blinked raindrops off her eyelashes and tried to focus on the task at hand.

			‘Are we going down the driveway or through the horse paddock on the way back?’

			‘Down the driveway. There’s a gate between your cottage and the woolshed. That’s the paddock with the best macrocarpa shelter belt.’ He threw her a grin. ‘I’ll leave a supply of lamb coats with you. You’ll be able to see any new arrivals out your window and you can get their coats on as soon as they’re born.’

			‘Coats? Really?’

			‘Really. I’ve got commercial plastic or felt models, but the best are the ones that Maureen and her “knit and natter” club make.’

			Andi laughed at the thought of a group of women knitting coats for lambs, but Jack gave her a stern look.

			‘Low temperatures, freezing rain and wind chill are dangerous. Hypothermia’s the biggest killer for newborn lambs. I know they’ve got their mums and that good, thick hedge there, but Maureen’s coats are very cute and...’ His voice was as warm as his smile. ‘I like to look after my babies.’

			Andi climbed off the seat to open the gate. There was a brave bunch of daffodils blooming beside the gate post, which gave her enough pleasure to make up for how hard it was to get the hook through the ring and release the gate when her fingers were half frozen. The dogs jumped off the quad bike, ready to streak ahead once they got into the paddock where the sheep were huddled, their backs to the wind.

			She watched Jack, standing up behind the wheel as he drove the bike through the gate.

			He would look after his own babies with even more devotion than any newborn lambs, wouldn’t he? She could imagine him in ten years’ time with a few of his kids—adopted or biological—squashed onto the bike’s seat beside him, eager to be out on the farm helping their dad with another lambing season.

			The mother of those children was out there somewhere. Probably not that far away given Jack’s antipathy to women who lived in cities. For an odd moment, Andi was aware of an unsettling flash of...what was it?

			Envy of some unknown child who might be adopted into a real family that they’d been chosen to join because they were wanted and they’d have the kind of childhood that Andi could only have dreamed about? They’d also have an amazing place to grow up in and a very cool dad who wore a cowboy hat.

			Perhaps it was envy of that unknown woman who would capture Jack’s heart and be with him for ever?

			Or maybe it was disappointment that she belonged in such a different world and she could never be that country girl, earth mother type herself? She had been a country girl once. She’d lived close to here, on land that was hugged by those amazing mountains. She’d splashed in the clear water of the beautiful lakes, soaked up the summer sun and played in the snow in winter. It had been the home she had been taken away from and she would be leaving it again before long and, this time, it would be for ever.

			The awareness of that impending loss only made her more aware of how much she was enjoying being with Jack and how much she was going to treasure the memories of this time together.

			‘You may as well stay by the gate, Andi,’ Jack called. ‘Won’t take long to get the mob down and then we can head home.’

			Home...?

			This part of the country might have been her home once, but the Dunlops’ old house would never be her home. Andi was just a visitor and that was why she’d discovered the delights that a temporary freedom from necessary boundaries had been possible.

			When Jack drove back down the hill, after the sheep were on their way towards the farm driveway, he had two coal black, newborn lambs on his lap, with the mother trotting anxiously beside the vehicle.

			‘Someone’s started early,’ he said. ‘How cute are these twins?’

			‘Gorgeous,’ Andi agreed. She watched the way Jack was driving with one hand and holding the lambs safely on board with his other arm and she could feel a squeeze on her heart.

			Yeah...there was no denying that there were some things about being here Andi was going to miss when she was back in a big city. But there was always a price to pay for trying something different and right now it felt as if anything would be worth knowing what it was like to feel this...happy, that’s what it was.

			

			The soft tap on Jack’s bedroom door, just before dawn, a couple of days later, dragged him out of a very pleasant dream.

			Not that he’d been conscious of who the gorgeous woman he’d been kissing so very thoroughly had been, but as he pulled himself into wakefulness, he was left with an image of a tumble of long, blonde hair and a pair of rather unique, hazel green eyes.

			It could only have been Andi, but it was a shock when his door opened and she was the person who poked her head around it.

			‘Jack? Are you awake?’

			‘I am now...’

			‘Is that you, Andi?’ Dave’s voice came from further down the hallway. ‘Is something wrong?’

			‘There’s a sheep right outside my bedroom window. I’ve been watching for a while and I can see a hoof poking out under her tail, but nothing’s happening and the ewe’s just walking round, lying down and then getting up again straight away. She sounds distressed.’

			Jack was pulling his tee shirt over his bare chest. Luckily he’d gone to bed in a pair of boxer shorts because both Andi and his father were in the doorway now.

			‘Make yourself decent, lad,’ Dave instructed.

			Andi looked like she was trying not to make eye contact with Jack—or to give away how indecent she’d already seen him looking.

			‘I’ve got my PJs on under this oilskin,’ she told Dave. ‘Jack only needs to be decent enough to stay warm.’

			‘There’s no time to waste.’ Jack pulled on his jeans and the red-and-black woolly shirt.

			Dave stepped back to let him through the door. ‘I’d come and help, but I’m still not much use with my head in a cage.’

			‘We’ll need some breakfast by the time we’ve sorted a stuck lamb, Dad. Get some more sleep if you can, but making some toast and eggs later would be more than helpful. I have a feeling we’re in for a long day.’

			The sheep was still in the same place. Jack could see Pingu standing on Andi’s bed on the other side of the window, his small paws on the windowsill, watching them anxiously. Bess had come with them, of course, but Jack pointed to the other side of the gate.

			‘Stay, Bess,’ he commanded. ‘We don’t need mum any more worried than she already is.’

			Bess dropped to the ground and put her nose on her paws.

			Jack pulled a surgical sleeve out of the kit he’d carried from the clinic. He was about to pull it on when he looked up. ‘You should do this,’ he said.

			‘But...’

			‘You know you can. It looks like one leg is tucked back, which is a common problem. She might be able to deliver on her own, but it could take a while and this is the first in a queue, so we don’t want her getting too tired. Did you notice the paint splodge?’

			‘Oh...it’s pink...’ Andi’s eyes widened. ‘It’s the triplets...’

			‘Put the sleeve on. I’ll find some lube.’ Jack reached into the kit again.

			They were ready only moments later. The torch on the headband Andi was wearing was providing better light than the sun, which was only just clearing the horizon. The ground was cold, but Andi hadn’t hesitated to kneel with only her thin pyjama pants between the top of her gumboots and the bottom of her waterproof coat.

			This was so far from being a princess, it made Jack feel guilty for ever having thought of Andi as such. It also made a mockery of her saying that she wouldn’t be good at—or enjoy—being a country vet.

			She was a complete natural. And it didn’t look like she was going to start complaining about the conditions she was working in or what she needed to do.

			Jack held the sheep’s head to keep it lying down and talked Andi through what she was doing.

			‘Slide your hand along the shoulder and see if you can find the foot of the leg that’s turned back.’

			‘Yes... I’ve got it.’

			‘Keep your hand around the hoof to prevent any damage to mum and move the leg forward.’

			Andi’s hand reappeared. So did the second, tiny hoof of the unborn lamb. Jack could feel the ewe having another contraction.

			‘Good girl,’ he told the sheep. ‘Push hard. It should work this time.’

			It did. With its nose on its forelegs like a diver, the lamb slid out fast, with the amniotic sac breaking as it landed on the ground. Almost immediately, it lifted its head and shook it, flapping the comically large ears.

			‘Pull it round to mum’s face,’ Jack directed. ‘She’ll be kept busy cleaning it and we can focus on the next one.’

			Andi picked up the lamb. ‘Oh, look at it...it’s got black eyes and ears, like Pingu. It’s so cute.’

			The next baby was already arriving and it had identical colouring to the first. They waited for the third lamb with the sun climbing high enough to take the first chill off the grass. Other sheep in the paddock moved closer to see what was going on and Jack could see there were several more newborns that had arrived overnight. They were still wobbly, but they were on their feet and latching on to the supply of milk from their mothers. Jack’s stomach growled and he thought wistfully of the breakfast Dave would be preparing for them.

			‘Could be that the ultrasound result was wrong,’ he said, ‘but we’d better check. I don’t want to leave her to have a third lamb by herself when these two need looking after.’ It was Jack who put on the long surgical glove this time. The ewe was so busy cleaning her second baby she wasn’t taking any notice of what he was doing. Andi was busy, too, fitting a knitted, patchwork coat to the first arrival.

			The third baby was there but Jack could only feel the tail.

			‘This one’s small but it’s breech,’ he told Andi. ‘I’m going to push it back into the uterus and reposition the legs. We’ll need to pull it out.’

			This lamb was smaller than its siblings and it had unusual colouring, being mostly black but with a white chest and a big white spot on the top of its head. It felt alarmingly limp, so Jack held it upside down and shook it gently.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘When they come out hind legs first like that, it helps drain any fluid out of the airways.’

			He put the tiny lamb on the ground then and they both watched. For a long, long moment, it lay absolutely still. Jack glanced up and he could see tears gathering in Andi’s eyes, but then he saw her face light up and knew that the lamb must have at least twitched. He was aware of a warmth in his chest that was rapidly spreading right through his body. Despite being hungry and cold, Jack was feeling remarkably happy. By the time he dragged his gaze away from watching Andi’s expression morphing into joy, the lamb was shaking its head with enough vigour to suggest it was going to survive but it needed help.

			‘This one’s quite a bit smaller than the other two, so he’s not going to be able to compete for a teat. We definitely need to look after him ourselves. Let’s get him a bit drier and we’ll try and get a first feed of colostrum into him from mum so he gets a good dose of antibodies and then we’ll take him back up to the house.’ Jack wrapped the lamb in an old towel and handed it to Andi. ‘Looks like you’ve got your first one to bottle raise. Dad can look after him while we’re at work, but you can have him with you in the cottage.’

			Andi was beaming. ‘I’m going to call him Lucky,’ she said.

			‘Because he’s alive?’

			‘And because he was the lucky last.’ She looked down at the lamb in her arms. ‘Pingu’s going to love you.’

			

			Lucky had a big cardboard box, lined with newspaper and old sacks, to sleep in and Dave would go down to the cottage during working hours, stoke the pot-bellied stove to keep the room warm and give him a bottle. After a couple of days of being on a colostrum formula, he went onto a milk replacement and he was thriving. Andi would mix the milk powder and water together, put it into a small bottle and screw the long rubber teat onto the top. Lucky would almost headbutt the bottle in his eagerness, and when he started sucking, his little tail wagged harder than Pingu’s ever did and that never failed to make Andi smile.

			‘I love doing this,’ she said. ‘I’d forgotten I had a lamb to raise when I was little, but when I felt that first head bump, I could remember it. I think it actually knocked me over more than once.’

			‘Every country kid needs a lamb to raise.’ Jack was in the cottage late in the evening after Dave had gone to bed. Bess had come with him and was in her usual spot right beside the front door—as if she was counting the minutes until she got to take Jack home again.

			She was going to have to wait for a while. Jack hadn’t had any private time with Andi for a few days and he intended to make the most of this visit tonight. He wasn’t going to rush anything, though, including this time before they ended up in bed. This kind of time together was special in its own way.

			‘You get to take your lamb to Pet’s Day at school,’ he added. ‘And they’re usually so big by then they drag you all over the rugby field when it comes time for the lamb race.’

			‘Did you win a prize?’ Andi asked. ‘With your lambs?’

			‘I think everybody won prizes. If it wasn’t for the biggest lamb, it would be for how clean or friendly it was. I did win a prize for my sand saucer once.’

			‘A what?’

			‘It’s a county school thing. You put sand in a saucer and then decorate it with flowers and leaves and twigs and stones.’ Jack sighed happily. ‘It was always the day we looked forward to the most. It wasn’t just lambs. There were calves and ponies that could go in the dress-up competition and the grand parade at the end, which usually turned into complete chaos. There was a rabbit that escaped once, never to be seen again, and Barry Wrigley’s cat ate Jendi’s pet mouse when she accidently dropped it. She cried for a week.’

			‘I’m not surprised. Poor Jendi...’ But Andi was laughing. ‘Were there guinea pigs? Please tell me there were guinea pigs.’

			She was teasing him, but they were both remembering how scathing he’d been of her abilities as a country vet when he’d said she probably only knew how to treat overweight designer dogs and guinea pigs.

			When he’d said he didn’t want her here.

			He’d discovered almost instantly how wrong he’d been about Andi’s abilities as a vet.

			It was probably just as well he’d had no idea just how much he would end up wanting her to be here. It was in moments like these that Jack realised how much he was going to miss her.

			He focused on watching Lucky suck the last drops of milk out of his bottle. One day, he wanted to watch his own kids feeding orphan lambs like this. He wanted to go to school on Pet’s Day and enjoy it all over again through their eyes.

			He wanted...

			...a family.

			That was something Andi had made it clear that she would never want but, in a way, she was helping him get closer to that dream. She was showing him a big part of what was missing in his life. She’d also told him he’d better get on with finding the woman who was going to be the mother of all those kids he wanted to fill the homestead with.

			She was right.

			She had shown him something else as well.

			That he was capable of trusting someone enough to risk his heart again. If things were different, it could have been with Andi, but even knowing how much he was going to miss her, the gift of knowing that he was ready to move forward was...

			...well, it was priceless, that’s what it was.

			‘You know what?’ Jack had suddenly had a brilliant idea.

			‘What?’

			‘The Pet’s Day at Cutler’s Creek School is coming up pretty soon. I know Dad’s been asked to judge the fancy dress competition and I’m a FOCCS.’

			‘A fox? Don’t you have to get old and grey before you can rate yourself as a silver fox?’

			Jack laughed and spelt it out. ‘F-O-C-C-S. A Friend of Cutler’s Creek School. Most people in town are. It means we’re all part of fundraising for the school. There’ll be a group running the BBQ as a fundraiser and some of the kids’ artworks will get auctioned off. That can get quite competitive, which is very entertaining. We could cancel an afternoon clinic and keep our fingers crossed that we don’t get called to an emergency and go and check it out.’

			‘To see the guinea pigs?’ Andi was beaming.

			‘Exactly...’

			‘Count me in,’ Andi said. ‘Sounds like something not to be missed.’ Her declaration was finished with the loud sound of Lucky sucking on a now empty bottle. ‘Time for you to go back in your box,’ she told him.

			But Lucky was nowhere near ready to go back into his box.

			‘You were right.’ Jack smiled. ‘Pingu does love Lucky.’

			‘Right now I think he’s loving cleaning up the milk that Lucky’s got all over his face, but the love is entirely mutual. I’m sure Lucky thinks Pingu is just a funny-shaped lamb.’

			‘Maybe he remembers having company in the womb. At least he’s not missing his siblings. And they’re certainly not missing him. We got another six new arrivals today. Lambing season will be over before we know it.’

			

			Andi didn’t want to think about lambing season being over. All going well, Dave was due to have his halo brace removed by then, and while he wouldn’t be ready for any heavy work straight away, he could take up light duties and manage the consultation hours and monitoring of patients in the animal hospital and there would be no reason for Andi to stay in Cutler’s Creek any longer.

			The invitation to go to the Pet’s Day at the school was something to look forward to, but it had a downside in that it would be another big step closer to her time here being over.

			Another distraction was needed.

			And Andi wanted to hear the delicious sound of Jack’s laughter again. She loved that she’d made him laugh with her comment about being a silver fox. Not that he wouldn’t be an extremely handsome older man, mind you. Like his dad...

			Andi didn’t want to think about the gap in her life that would be the shape of the two Dunlop men, either. It was time to take control.

			‘Watch this...’ Andi went to stand near Bess by the front door. ‘Away, Pingu,’ she commanded, putting her right hand out to the side. ‘Get away.’

			Pingu obediently went right. Lucky trotted after him.

			‘Over,’ Andi ordered, putting out her left hand. When Pingu had gone a couple of steps to the left, she added, ‘Stand.’

			Pingu stopped so suddenly that Lucky tripped over his own feet, fell into a kneeling position and then rolled onto the floor.

			Jack was laughing. ‘Look at the expression on Bess’s face.’

			Andi turned towards the door. It did, indeed, look as if his beloved heading dog was rolling her eyes.

			She looked at Jack then and saw the crinkles at the corners of his eyes and his rumpled hair and that smile that could light up a room.

			Light up a whole life, in fact.

			She could feel that light as much as see it. It was surrounding her. She could breathe it in and let it settle around her heart and it felt like...love.

			Pure and simple. Except it wasn’t simple, was it?

			This shouldn’t have happened. Andi had been so sure she could protect herself from this, but she had failed rather spectacularly.

			She had fallen in love with Jack Dunlop.

			It was the last thing she would have allowed to happen if she’d seen it coming. The last thing Jack would have wanted to happen. She could hear an echo of his words the night they’d taken that huge step closer to each other. The night he’d offered to show her the cottage and they’d both known he hadn’t been talking about her moving out of the homestead for a bit more independence.

			...I mean...it’s not forever, is it? You could try it just for a night or two, and if it doesn’t suit, we’ll never need to mention it again. Or you could enjoy it for the rest of your time here.

			It wasn’t forever. If she’d fallen in love, it was Andi’s problem, not Jack’s. Maybe she needed to take note of more of that loaded conversation. It would be best if the way she was feeling was never mentioned again. Even to herself.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			THE CLOUDLESS, blue sky confirmed the perfect weather that had been forecast for the much-anticipated Pet’s Day at the Cutler’s Creek district school.

			Excited children were outnumbered by animals and the family members who’d come to what was as much a community celebration as an opportunity for a country school to combine education and enjoyment. For many weeks now, the children had been learning about animal welfare and training as they prepared their lambs and calves and all the other family pets for their big day out.

			Part of their studies about environmental issues and recycling had been making sculptures from rubbish that were now proudly displayed in one of the classrooms. A healthy food project was represented in another classroom where the traditional sand saucer competition had been upgraded to a pictorial fruit and vegetable platter.

			‘Look at that one...’ Andi used her phone to take a photograph of a Christmas tree made of broccoli florets with a pretzel stick trunk and decorated with cherry tomato baubles, yellow capsicum lights, spaghetti tinsel and a pineapple star on the top. ‘No wonder it got first prize. I’m so going to make one of these for the next Christmas function I need to take a contribution for. How good would that be with a hummus dip beside it?’

			‘Should go down a treat with those healthy types in Auckland.’ Jack grinned at her. ‘You could make one for your personal trainer.’

			Andi shook her head. She wasn’t going to take the bait.

			Jack didn’t seem bothered. ‘Are you and Pingu happy to wander about for a bit longer?’ he asked. ‘There’s a couple of people I need to catch up with. How ’bout we meet by the BBQ in half an hour or so? You don’t want to miss one of Pete’s famous bacon-and-egg bread rolls.’

			‘I’m happy,’ Andi told him. She was way more than happy, if she was honest. Spending time like this, with Jack, that had nothing to do with work was like a free pass to think of him as something other than a colleague.

			As a friend.

			As a lover.

			And, okay...it wasn’t a good thing that she had fallen in love with him, but there was nothing she could do about that now and it wasn’t proving too difficult to keep under control. She had, in fact, been more successful than she could have imagined in keeping it entirely to herself. Andi knew there would be a price to pay down the track because, as Jack had set out in the terms of engagement, it was only to be enjoyed during the time she was here and there was no denying that Andi was enjoying it. Very much, indeed.

			It was delicious. Addictive. Andi had never felt the drug-like euphoria of falling in love and it was obviously impossible to try and simply switch it off. Why would she want to, anyway? If she was going to have to pay for it later, she might as well make the most of it now.

			She smiled up at Jack. ‘Pingu and I might go and see if there are any guinea pigs next.’

			‘I think the small pets are behind the chickens and ducks. Over near the bike sheds. Come outside with me and I’ll point you in the right direction.’

			As soon as they stepped out of the classroom block, two small children came running towards them.

			‘Uncle Jack... Uncle Jack...’

			‘Hey, Milly...’ Jack crouched to hold out his arms. ‘And Hugo...how’s my man?’

			The children hurled themselves into his arms, but then Milly spotted Pingu. ‘Oh, he’s so cute. Can I pat him?’

			‘Of course you can.’

			‘Good girl for asking,’ Jack said approvingly. ‘Some dogs are scared of strangers and they might bite.’

			The parents weren’t far behind these children.

			‘Hey, Jack...’

			He quickly introduced Andi. ‘This is my mate Zac and his wife, Liv. They’re both doctors at the local hospital. That’s Milly, who goes to school here, and this is Hugo.’ He hoisted the small boy onto his hip and looked across at Liv. ‘I can’t believe how big he’s getting. Hard to believe he was such a premmie not that long ago.’

			‘He was premature?’

			‘Twenty-nine weeks.’ Liv nodded. ‘He was in NICU in Dunedin for a long time.’

			‘That must have been tough.’

			‘It was,’ Zac agreed. ‘But, on the bright side, we ended up getting JJ here as a locum and she’s still here. She got together with Ben, who’s the senior paramedic at our ambulance station. Love at first sight, it was.’

			Jack was laughing. ‘I think there was a bit more to it than that.’

			Country people, Andi thought as she listened to the warmth in their voices. They were all part of each other’s lives. For a city dweller like herself, it felt like it could be unwelcome and intrusive, but there was another side to that coin, wasn’t there? The support that was there when you needed it. The shared memories that strengthened bonds and made even a tiny moment, like mentioning Hugo’s successful fight for life as a newborn, something to celebrate again.

			Liv reached up to ruffle Hugo’s hair. ‘You’re a big boy now, aren’t you, darling?’ She shook her head. ‘I have no idea how time just evaporates like that. Hugo will be starting school soon and we’ll have to raise two lambs for Pet’s Day.’

			‘I see our daughter has fallen in love with your dog,’ Zac said to Andi. ‘Can’t say I blame her. What breed is it?’

			Andi’s gaze flicked across to meet Jack’s and there was a frisson of a different kind of shared memory. One that was just between the two of them and came with the tightening of an invisible bond.

			It was Jack who answered. ‘He’s a schnoodle.’

			‘Sounds like a German snack food.’ Zac laughed.

			‘His name’s Pingu,’ Andi said.

			‘Like the penguin.’ Milly sounded delighted. ‘Mummy, can we get a dog just like Pingu?’

			‘We’ll talk about that later.’ It sounded like a practised parental response. ‘We need to go and see Chops and get ready for the lamb race now.’

			Chops? What was it with the way people named their pets around here? Andi shot another glance at Jack, but he just grinned at her with a quirk of an eyebrow that suggested it could be a case of the pot calling the kettle black.

			‘Ben’s here,’ Zac told Jack. ‘He’s doing the first aid cover for today. Someone in Milly’s class has already fallen off her pony.’

			‘That was Chloe,’ Milly said. ‘Mummy, can I get a pony?’

			‘We’ll talk about that later, darling. You know a pony needs more space than our back lawn. Come on, kidlets...’ She reached for Hugo, but he wrapped his arms tightly around Jack’s neck and hung on.

			Jack just laughed. ‘It’s okay. I’m going in that direction, anyway, to find my dad.’ He pointed towards a long, low building. ‘Those are the bike sheds,’ he told Andi. ‘See you soon, yeah?’

			He took his hat off and put it on Hugo, who looked as though he’d just been crowned as he gazed up at Jack adoringly, and Andi felt a sudden squeeze in her chest. She remembered telling Jack that he needed to get on with having that tribe of children. It had been very clear that he wanted to be a father. He had a heart big enough to consider adoption, even. What hadn’t been clear, until now, was just how good he would be at it. He genuinely loved kids, didn’t he? He was a natural.

			She watched as the black cowboy hat disappeared into the crowd of people. Jack Dunlop was a man who loved animals and kids. A man who was kind and smart and enough of a rebel to be so astonishingly attractive. He could have any woman he wanted, if he put himself out there. How sad would it be if he’d been so badly burned that he was now at risk of missing out completely?

			Andi took Pingu towards the sheds and found they had been emptied of bikes in order to make space for crates containing an impressive variety of poultry, with hens and some tiny chicks, ducks and even a goose that hissed when it saw Pingu. There were rabbits in here as well and even a pet rat, but there were no guinea pigs to be seen. After admiring all the animals and reading the stories attached to the crates that children had written and illustrated about their pets, Andi headed off to find the BBQ, but Jack hadn’t arrived at their meeting point yet.

			She did see someone she recognised, however.

			‘Glenys...hi! How’s Marigold doing?’

			‘So well. We’ve got her calf here today. My youngest son, Alfie, has been putting in the hours to train it to walk on a lead so they can go in the grand parade. He’s so excited. Oh...’ Glenys turned to the older woman beside her. ‘This is my mum, Shona Bailey. Mum, this is Andi. She’s the locum vet who’s been here helping while Dave Dunlop is out of action.’

			Andi held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Shona. I’m Andi. Andi Chamberlain.’

			‘Chamberlain?’ Shona blinked. ‘That’s a name I haven’t heard in too many years. My best friend in high school, Sarah, became a Chamberlain when she got married.’

			‘That was your friend that died in that horrible car accident, down by the bridge, wasn’t it?’ Glenys gave her mother a sympathetic glance.

			‘Yes...’ Shona was staring at Andi. ‘She had a little girl,’ she said softly. ‘Andrea...’

			Andi was staring back at Shona. She didn’t have to say anything.

			‘Oh, love...’ Shona wrapped her arms around Andi. ‘I never got the chance to tell you how sorry I was. I think about your mum every day. She was such a lovely woman...’

			Andi was blinking back tears.

			It was the spontaneous hug, as if a stranger genuinely cared about her.

			It was the sudden connection to her mother—the person who’d been the centre of her world but was now more of an emotion than a real memory.

			It was the feeling of...belonging?

			As if she had turned a corner and she was on her way home...

			Shona was still talking quietly.

			‘I never thought I’d see you again, love. By the time we heard about the accident, you were gone.’ It sounded like Shona was welling up, too. ‘I mean, it was fair enough that your grandmother came and whisked you away, but...we were shocked that she didn’t bring you back for the funeral.’

			Andi pulled back from the hug. ‘There was a funeral?’ She swallowed hard. ‘I was only told my parents were cremated and their ashes scattered somewhere in the mountains. That there was no grave that I’d ever be able to visit.’

			‘That’s true.’ Shona nodded. ‘But there was a huge funeral. People came from all over Central Otago. Your dad was one of the best ski guides around and your mum was an amazing nurse. You need to know how much they were loved. And missed. How much you were missed. I’ll never forget the day we went to put the cross up. I used to go every year, on your mum’s birthday, and put some flowers there but...’ Shona bit her lip. ‘I haven’t been for a long time now. It may not even be there any longer.’

			‘It’s still there.’ Blinking wasn’t doing the job any longer. Andi had to brush tears off her cheeks. ‘I’ve seen it.’

			Shona put her hand on Andi’s arm. ‘Get my address from the Dunlops—they know where I live. Come anytime and I’ll have the kettle on. I can tell you so much about your parents, if it wouldn’t be too hard for you. I’ve got photos, too.’

			Glenys was glancing at her watch. ‘Sorry, Mum, but we’d better go. Alfie would be very upset if we miss the fancy dress competition. Are you coming, Andi?’

			‘In a minute.’ Andi needed a quiet moment to herself. Such strong emotions were buffeting her she was in danger of losing her footing and being in a crowd might be too much.

			Visiting Shona to look at old photos and talk about the family she could have had and the community she could have lived in would definitely be overwhelming right now.

			And...dangerous? Did she want to see and hear things that would bring back long-buried memories? It wasn’t that long ago that she would avoid any mention of just this geographical region. Deliberately seeking out information on the people she’d lost would be guaranteed to open old wounds, wouldn’t it?

			Andi picked Pingu up to give him a cuddle as she walked to the periphery of the colourful, noisy scene with an atmosphere like nothing she had ever experienced on school grounds, but Pingu wasn’t happy at being taken away from all the attention and excitement of the rural circus of Pet’s Day. He wriggled to be free and on the ground again.

			She put him down but stayed where she was, taking a very deep breath as she tried to make sense of something she’d never allowed herself to feel before.

			Because the overriding emotion that Andi was left with as Shona and Glenys walked away was one of a bone-deep yearning for that family she’d lost. For the kind of community that she’d been taken away from. The kind that a place like Cutler’s Creek could provide.

			And it was a yearning to try and find it again instead of locking it away as something to not even think about. Andi was yearning to have her own family. A life partner. Children...?

			Dear Lord, where had that come from? The thought was so far away from the future she’d envisioned for herself and so far out of her comfort zone that Andi felt a shiver run down her spine.

			Pure fear...

			A fear that had been born when she’d been trapped in the back of that car so many, many years ago and she had known, on some level, that her world had ended. It was a fear of loss that had never entirely gone away.

			She could see prizes being given out in the fancy dress competition to the sound of clapping and cheering. She could see a very fat lamb wearing a tutu and another one that was dressed as a Christmas elf. She spotted Marigold’s calf, who was dressed as a rugby player with a striped shirt and shorts on. A red rosette was attached to his halter now and, even from this distance, Andi could see the wide grin on Shona’s grandson’s face.

			She could see something else as well. A figure that was coming towards her from the crowd of people admiring all the pets in fancy dress.

			Jack.

			He had something in each hand and a smile on his face that somehow doused almost every flicker of that fear Andi had been grappling with.

			‘One of each,’ Jack said. ‘In this hand, I have sausage wrapped in lovely, unhealthy white bread with onions and both mustard and tomato sauce. In this hand, I have a posh Italian bread roll that is stuffed with crispy bacon and a fried egg. There’s a bit of mustard and sauce in there, too. You get to choose which one you prefer.’

			‘Oh...’ Andi was basking in the feeling of that fear ebbing. It felt like...safety? ‘I’m not sure I can choose between those options,’ she said, her tone very serious. ‘They both sound perfect.’

			‘I have a solution.’ Jack was still smiling. ‘Let’s share them. Half of each. The best of both worlds.’

			They sat on the grass and ate their lunch and every bite was delicious.

			If only life could be sorted so easily, Andi thought. If it was possible to share things as different as living in the city versus the country and make it work. Or if it was possible to move on from trauma in the past and not let it control what sort of future you could dream of?

			‘Come on...’ Jack got to his feet and held out his hand. ‘It’s going to be time for the grand parade soon and you don’t want to miss any of that.’

			Andi let him pull her up. He was right, she didn’t want to miss any of it.

			And maybe there were other things she didn’t want to miss. It was too big to even think about just yet, but...was it possible that she could choose a completely different future than she’d been so determined to provide for herself?

			She’d come to Cutler’s Creek believing that she belonged in Auckland and that was where she wanted to be for the rest of her life. That she would never, ever want to have children of her own.

			But Shona had made her realise that far more of her than she would have believed belonged here, in Central Otago.

			Where Jack would always belong.

			Was it possible that Andi could belong with him? That she could be the mother of the children he would be such a fabulous father for?

			No...the idea was big enough to be fanning a spark of that fear and Andi didn’t want to spoil memories of a day she knew she was going to treasure for the rest of her life.

			Like every day with Jack?

			‘Come on, Pingu,’ she said brightly. ‘You have no idea how exciting this grand parade is going to be.’

			

			It was Bess who woke Jack in the middle of the night after the Cutler’s Creek School’s Pet’s Day, with a nudge from a cold, damp nose.

			He lay there for a minute in the dark before he heard the sound, but Bess was already waiting by the door as he leapt out of bed moments later.

			Jack went straight to the laundry, where the whelping box filled the space between the washing machine and the old concrete tubs.

			‘What is it, Meg?’ He ran his hands over the dog who was panting and shivering and clearly in distress. Jack could feel the next contraction as it started, but there was no sign of a puppy arriving. ‘How long have you been like this, girl?’

			He offered Meg some water, but she didn’t drink any. He watched her for another ten minutes but then went and pulled his clothes on and tapped on his father’s door.

			‘Meg’s in labour,’ he told Dave. ‘And I think she might be in trouble. I’m going to take her over to the clinic and do an ultrasound.’

			‘I’ll come with you.’ Dave was quite practised in getting himself in and out of bed with the brace on now. ‘Throw me a shirt, lad. And a jumper. It’ll be a bit chilly out there.’

			Thirty minutes later Dave was making a phone call. Jack went, with Bess at his heels, to the shearer’s cottage to knock on the door and then open it. He reassured a barking Pingu, looked at Lucky, who was trying to climb out of the pen he now had in the corner of the living room, and then felt a wash of relief as a tousled but alert Andi appeared at her bedroom door. She was wearing the leggings and oversized tee shirt that were her pyjamas.

			‘What’s happened, Jack?’

			‘It’s Meg. She’s in labour and she’s got a pup stuck in the birth canal. The other pups are getting distressed, so we’ll have to do a Caesarean if we’re going to save any of them. We need all hands on deck. Dad’s ringing Maureen, so she should be here in a few minutes, but...but I need you, Andi.’

			He did. It wasn’t just for her medical skills, although he wanted the best for his dog and her babies. He needed Andi in more than a professional role. She knew him—probably better than any other woman had ever known him. She understood how important this was to him and...well...he just needed her by his side, it was as simple as that. Could Andi see that, in his eyes, as she held his gaze?

			She seemed to. She certainly didn’t waste a moment, not bothering to go back for clothes, just throwing on the oilskin coat hanging on the wall beside the front door.

			‘Let’s go,’ she said quietly. ‘Pingu—you stay here this time. You can keep Lucky company.’

			‘You better stay here, too, Bess.’

			Bess didn’t look at all happy at being left behind and Jack wasn’t sure why he shut her into the cottage with Pingu. Maybe he didn’t want anything to come between himself and Andi right now as they faced a challenge that could well turn into a catastrophe. He wanted to feel that bond. To lean into the strength it was capable of providing.

			‘I don’t know how long she’d been in labour before I found her, but it could have been a while. She’ll be dehydrated.’

			‘We’ll set up IV fluids and electrolytes as a first step, then.’ Andi nodded. ‘Do you want to do the anaesthetic?’

			‘Yes. I’ll give her a general but combine it with an epidural to cut the amount of drugs she’ll need. That’ll help the pups as well as let her wake up in better condition. Are you happy doing the surgery?’

			‘Want to know a secret?’

			He did. He wanted to know what could make her look at him with that kind of glow that made him feel so much happier. Hopeful. More confident, even, as though they could cope with anything as long as they could do it together.

			‘Tell me...’

			Andi smiled at Jack. ‘C-sections are my favourite surgeries.’

			Maureen was driving up to the animal hospital as they arrived. Dave was already inside, setting Theatre up with everything they needed for the surgery and resuscitation of the puppies. Andi scrubbed in and was gowned, gloved and masked by the time Jack had administered the anaesthetic and Maureen helped him position Meg on her back, shave and disinfect her abdomen. The tension ramped up as Andi took her position and picked up a scalpel.

			Jack looked up as he adjusted the volume on the heart rate monitor, as if he felt the glance Andi was giving him before making that first incision. Between the elastic of her hair cover and the top of the mask pinched in at the bridge of her nose, he could see her eyes. He’d never seen anyone else with that unusual green shade of hazel. He’d never felt anyone else imparting this kind of reassurance, either.

			It’s okay, Jack. I’ve got this. We’ve got this...

			Her incision was confident. She brought the uterus into view at the top and then very carefully and precisely opened it with a pair of scissors.

			‘I’ll take the stuck pup out first,’ she said.

			Jack watched the movements of her hands as she extracted the puppy in what would probably be the most difficult part of this surgery. Maureen was waiting with a towel to take the pup which, as expected, was completely limp.

			Everything seemed to speed up after that. Puppies and placentas were gently lifted out of the uterus, the amniotic sacs removed and the pups given to Dave, Maureen and Jack as he stepped back to help while still monitoring Meg. The puppies needed to be rubbed and dried and given some oxygen. The squeaky, first cry of the one Jack was working on almost brought tears to his eyes.

			Six puppies in all. Only the one that had been stuck hadn’t survived. They were all in a basket under a heat lamp by the time Andi had stitched up Meg’s uterus and closed the abdominal incision and Jack reversed the anaesthetic and carried Meg to a warm, comfortable crate to wake up properly.

			Maureen whisked instruments into the washer disinfector, dealt with contaminated linen and then bustled Dave out to take him back to the homestead.

			‘It’s the closest you’ve been to working again for weeks and...the stress! Goodness me, I need a bit of a lie-down myself.’ She took one more peek into the basket of puppies. ‘They’re gorgeous. I think I want one myself.’

			‘You don’t need a huntaway, Reenie.’ But Dave was smiling. ‘Might be time I got a new pup, though.’ He crooked his arm. ‘Come on. Let’s go and put the kettle on and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea and we’ll talk about which puppy I should pick.’

			Jack watched the way Maureen slipped her hand around Dave’s arm. She even laid her head against his shoulder as they vanished through the door. It wasn’t the first time that Jack had wondered why his father hadn’t taken their friendship any further. Were the ghosts of his first marriage still haunting him enough to prevent him from moving forward?

			Jack wasn’t going to let that happen to himself. He knew the future he wanted and it had a loving partner and a bunch of kids in it.

			And lambs and ponies and...puppies.

			He went to the basket and looked down at the tiny, sleepy babies. A couple looked like their mother, but the others were mini Jeds. Jack was gently scooping one of them into his hands as Andi came over to join him. He held it up, close to his face.

			‘Are you going to be as scruffy as your dad? I hope so...’

			‘I’m sure he’s going to end up being a champion.’ Andi reached out and touched the puppy’s head with her forefinger. ‘How could he not with the parents he’s got?’

			Jack held her gaze. ‘Thank you,’ he said softly. ‘We might not have any of these babies if I hadn’t had you to help. I’m so happy you were here.’

			Andi looked a bit embarrassed by the praise. She reached into the basket to pick up another one of the puppies. ‘I came to tell you that Meg is waking up. Shall we introduce her to her babies and see if she’s ready to feed them?’

			They carried the puppies over to where Meg was lying on her comfortable blanket. Andi crouched and held out the pup for Meg to sniff.

			‘This is your baby, you clever girl,’ she said. ‘She looks just like her mama, doesn’t she?’

			Having sniffed the puppy and given it a lick, Meg lay down on her side and closed her eyes again. Andi held the puppy to her abdomen and put its mouth against a teat. When she squeezed a drop of milk out, the puppy opened her mouth and latched on. Andi put her down carefully and they waited a minute to make sure that Meg wasn’t distressed by what was happening.

			Then, one by one, they introduced her to her other babies and helped them latch on. Andi paused with the last puppy in her hands. She held it for a moment, tucked under her chin, and she looked up at Jack, her eyes shining with what could only be happy tears. ‘They’re so adorable...’

			Jack’s smile felt poignant. He watched Andi crouch to settle the last puppy amongst its happily suckling siblings. How could anyone who so clearly adored babies be so sure they never wanted kids who didn’t have four legs?

			It was kind of sad because he was quite sure that Andi would be a wonderful mother. He could so see her holding a baby in her arms rather than a puppy.

			His baby...? Their baby?

			As Andi got to her feet, without either of them seeming to initiate it Jack found her in his arms. Just a hug, but it was suffused with the joy of new life and the satisfaction of helping a happy ending to happen. He bent his head and pressed his lips to Andi’s hair. She’d discarded her theatre cap along with the other surgical clothing and her hair was still as tousled as it had been when he’d dragged her from her bed earlier tonight.

			It tickled his lips and teased his nose with the scent of...

			...of Andi, that’s what it was.

			He breathed it in. Slowly. Deeply. He could feel her against his body, and when he tightened his hold a little, getting ready to let her go, he could feel her heart beating against his skin.

			And that was when he knew what had been there, hiding in plain sight.

			He was in love with Andrea Chamberlain.

			He wanted her in his life.

			He wanted her to be the mother of his children.

			Oh, help... Jack let Andi go, hoping against hope that she hadn’t absorbed any of those lightning-fast thoughts that had just streamed through his head—and his heart.

			She’d run for the hills if she had.

			Jack felt a bit shaken himself, to be honest.

			Maybe it was just a combination of the lack of sleep and the drama of the emergency surgery. It would definitely be better to pretend his thoughts had never strayed into such unacceptable territory because it would change...everything.

			‘Why don’t you go and try and get a couple of hours’ sleep?’ Jack was relieved by how normal his voice sounded. ‘I’ll stay here and keep an eye on Meg and the babies and top up her pain relief if she needs it.’

			Andi wasn’t quite meeting his gaze—as if she had been aware of something that was disturbing in that hug. ‘That might be a good idea...’ She turned away. ‘Thanks, Jack.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			MAYBE IT WASN’T such an impossible idea.

			The alarm bells that had been such a strident warning on the night Meg’s puppies had been born gradually wore off over the busy days that followed.

			By the time the puppies’ eyes and ears were opening nearly two weeks later, Jack was not only over the shock of realising that he was in love with Andi, he was starting to believe that it could actually work.

			He was in the kitchen in the old homestead, opening a bottle of what had become a favourite wine to go with a platter of olives and cheese in the time before dinner, when it was now a firmly embedded routine of joining Dave out on the terrace to wind down after a full-on day in the animal hospital and heading all over the district for farm visits. It was even more enjoyable these days because they got to spend time with Meg and all her babies.

			Jack hadn’t said anything to Andi about how he felt, of course. He was only just getting his own head around it. He would have to say something, otherwise time would run out and she’d disappear back to Auckland but, for the moment, he was happy to simply enjoy being with her and collect even more clues that might give him more confidence to completely smash what had been an impenetrable barrier in choosing a life partner ever since his marriage had ended.

			Not that he was going to compare Andi to Roz because they were completely different. The truth was that Andi wasn’t a born-and-bred city girl. She had not only spent her most formative years in the country, she’d lived pretty much just down the road from Cutler’s Creek. She might not remember it, but this land and the kind of lifestyle that went with it were a part of her DNA. And yes, she’d been adamant when she arrived that the city was her home and where she belonged and wanted to stay for the rest of her life, but Jack was becoming less and less convinced.

			She was happy here.

			Andi clearly loved being in charge of clinics in the animal hospital, doing surgeries and then caring for the inpatients afterwards, but she was more than willing—and capable—of the big animal challenges that were the backbone of a rural veterinary practice and often needed the skills of two vets.

			Jack was quite sure it wasn’t just work that she was enjoying. She might well be missing the kind of social life she had in a big city, but he was willing to bet that she’d forgotten she ever used to wear white jeans and shoes with heels on them. She was in her overalls and gumboots for a good part of every day now. She hadn’t even started that flash red car of hers in weeks. When she’d gone into the township a few days ago, to buy some shampoo and grooming tools to try and do something about Pingu’s overgrown and tangled coat, and he’d asked her to pick up some more supplies of lamb milk powder at the farm shop, she’d borrowed one of the Dunlops’ utes.

			‘Always wanted to try driving one of these boys’ toys,’ she’d said with a grin. ‘And I wouldn’t be able to fit sacks of milk powder in my car.’

			She was going through quite a bit of that milk powder herself, feeding Lucky, who had grown faster than his siblings who had stayed with their mother. He slept outside in one of the shearing shed pens now and went out into the paddock during the day to join the large nursery of lambs. Jack would often see Andi hanging over the gate at lunchtime or after work when she’d finished feeding Lucky, a huge smile on her face as she watched the antics of the lambs running around and leaping into the air.

			Pingu was missing his best friend and it had been Jack’s idea to use Bess to help further his education in becoming a sheepdog when he saw Pingu and Lucky playing outside Andi’s cottage. It might not have worked, because Lucky just wanted to play with both the dogs, but man, it had been funny. The look on Bess’s face when both Pingu and Lucky had been trying to herd her had been priceless. The look on Andi’s face when she was laughing and her eyes were sparkling was just as memorable.

			The look on her face much later that night as she snuggled into his arms had actually brought a lump to Jack’s throat. Or had that been because of the most astonishing sex Jack had ever experienced? Who knew that sex could be so passionate but heartbreakingly tender at the same time?

			He couldn’t remember it ever being like this before. Not with anyone, even the woman he’d loved enough to marry. Why was this so different? Had he never discovered just how deeply it was possible to fall for someone?

			Was it because he was truly making love for the first time in his life and not simply having sex...?

			Phew... Jack had to shake off the memories of last night before he went back outside. He couldn’t believe that he and Andi had managed to keep their private time a secret for so long, but Dave didn’t seem to have a clue and Jack wasn’t going to say anything about that, either.

			He didn’t want to put any spokes in a wheel that might be rapidly reaching its destination, but it was still running so smoothly it seemed a shame to risk it crashing to a halt before it had to.

			Not that Andi had said anything recently about any plans to head back to Auckland in a hurry. Or about that partnership she wanted so badly that it was the reason she’d agreed to come to Cutler’s Creek in the first place.

			Jack carried the platter and wine out to the terrace. He could see the playpen that had been set up out there to let the puppies have some outside playtime and give Meg, who was snoozing on a blanket beside the pen, a break from the constant demands for food and attention. The puppies were all bumbling around, tiny tails stuck straight up in the air and miniature paws being used to poke their siblings. One puppy was gnawing on another’s ear, but Andi and Dave didn’t seem to be watching the antics. As Jack walked towards the table to put the platter down, he saw Andi awkwardly hugging Dave around the ironwork of his brace.

			She beamed at Jack. ‘It’s such good news, isn’t it?’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘That Dave’s getting his halo brace off next week.’ She turned back to Dave. ‘How do they do it? With sedation or local anaesthetic?’

			‘No. Apparently it’s not that painful. They loosen the nuts on the vest and remove the upright rods and they just use a screwdriver to loosen the pins and get them out. Zac could have done it here at Cutler’s Creek hospital, but I need to see the team in Dunedin for X-rays and the physio for a new set of exercises, so I’ll get it done while I’m there.’

			‘Have you got someone to drive you? I could do it—I’ve never been to Dunedin.’

			Jack laughed. ‘You’d have to take Pingu and Lucky or you might look in the rearview mirror and see them chasing you down the highway.’

			Andi shook her head at his nonsense, but she was smiling as she turned back to Dave. ‘You’ll have a wobbly neck for a while, won’t you?’

			‘I think I get another sort of cervical collar to wear until I can strengthen my muscles again, but it’ll still feel like total freedom, I expect.’

			‘I’m sure it will.’ Andi’s tone was soft. ‘I’m so happy for you, Dave.’

			She genuinely was, Jack thought as he handed her a glass of wine. He added that to the bank of evidence he was collecting that she belonged in Cutler’s Creek.

			Andi was already part of the family, wasn’t she?

			Dave looked misty enough to suggest he was thinking along the same lines. ‘You’re a sweetheart,’ he said. He touched his glass to hers. ‘We’re going to miss you so much when you’ve gone back to the big smoke. I hope you’ll come and visit again.’

			For a heartbeat, Andi looked as though leaving Cutler’s Creek was the last thing she wanted to do.

			Jack tucked that impression away as well.

			‘I hope so, too,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell Warren, but you’re a way better father figure than he’s been. Which has just reminded me of something I want to do before I go.’ She reached into a back pocket of the faded blue jeans she was wearing and took out a small object. ‘I found this in the gift shop when I went into town the other day.’ She put it on the table beside the platter.

			It was a small heart shape that was painted with tiny blue flowers.

			Andi must have seen his slightly puzzled frown.

			‘They’re forget-me-nots,’ she told him. ‘I want to attach it to the cross that’s still by the bridge where my parents died.’

			There was a moment’s silence that was broken by Andi. It sounded as if she was making an effort to keep her tone cheerful. ‘I’m just wondering what the best way to attach it would be. Can I borrow a hammer? And ask for a nail?’

			‘What’s it made of?’

			‘It’s ceramic but it’s got a hole at the top, so it could be worn as a necklace. I thought it could hang on a nail.’

			Dave was shaking his head. ‘It could get knocked off. Or stolen. I think Liquid Nails would be better to glue it on securely. I’ve got a tube of it in the workshop. I’ll find it tomorrow.’

			‘Thank you.’ Andi picked up the heart and put it back in her pocket. ‘You’ll need to tell me how to use it. I’ve never been big on DIY.’

			‘I could come with you,’ Jack offered. ‘We could take the horses. There’s a lovely cross-country ride over to the river and then following it back to the road. We could finish work a bit early for once and take some time to enjoy this lovely weather we’re getting.’

			‘But what if there’s an emergency?’

			‘I’ll cope if there is,’ Dave told them. ‘Maureen can help.’ His tone was casual. ‘You both deserve a bit of time off. And it’d be nice if you got to see a bit more of the countryside before you leave us behind.’

			

			It was the most perfect late afternoon in Central Otago.

			They followed tracks over the rock-studded hills and picked their way down slopes purple with flowering wild thyme that was crushed beneath the horses’ hooves and released a scent that was so familiar to Andi it might have brought tears to her eyes if she’d let herself sink into the memories it stirred.

			Of this land.

			Of her parents.

			Of picking bunches of thyme when it was in flower and presenting them to her mother. Waiting for the smile and hug she knew she would receive. The love that she would feel herself enveloped in...

			Thank you so much, darling... They are my favourite flowers in the whole world...

			It was unlikely that these inauspicious, tiny purple flowers could be anyone’s absolute favourites, of course, but little Andi had believed it and she could still remember the pride that always came with presenting a gift she knew was going to be so appreciated.

			They left the horses at the rest area, down by the river, and walked across the bridge. Andi caught her bottom lip between her teeth.

			‘I’ve never apologised properly for letting Pingu loose amongst your sheep, have I?’

			‘No need.’ Jack’s face was in shadow from the wide brim of his hat, but that only made his smile even brighter. ‘If you did that, I’d have to apologise properly for all the things I said about you being a useless townie. It’s ancient history.’

			So was the accident that had snatched Andi’s parents away from her. Jack helped her use the powerful glue to stick the ceramic heart onto the centre of the small, wooden cross. He was crouched beside her as she knelt in front of it, but then he leaned closer and placed a soft kiss on her hair.

			‘Would you like some time alone?’ he asked.

			‘No...’

			Andi scrambled to her feet so fast she lost her balance. Jack caught her hand and got to his feet. He didn’t let go of it even when they reached the other side of the bridge again. He didn’t say anything, either, but it was obvious her vehement response had startled him. Andi followed him down to the river. The horses were half asleep in the shade of a willow tree and the only sound was the water gurgling over the rocky riverbed.

			‘Sorry,’ Andi said.

			‘You don’t have to apologise,’ Jack said. ‘I don’t blame you for not wanting to stay in a place that makes you sad. I went years without going near where my mother’s buried. It was just too hard...’

			Andi took a deep breath. ‘I’ve never told anybody this,’ she said. ‘But I was in the car when that accident happened. It felt like forever before anyone came to find us and I can remember that I couldn’t undo my safety belt and I couldn’t understand why my mum and dad weren’t waking up and I was crying...’

			Tears were gathering again now and they started falling when Jack folded his arms around her.

			‘Oh, my God,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s horrific...’

			‘That’s why I never, ever wanted to come back here,’ Andi said. ‘I wouldn’t have if I hadn’t wanted that partnership so much, but... I’m glad I have now. I don’t have to be scared of it any longer. It’s done and I never have to do it again.’

			‘I understand,’ Jack said. ‘I remember how hard it was losing my mum, but she was sick for a long time and I knew it was coming. To have that happen to you like that—and to lose both your parents—it’s unimaginable...’

			‘It was only the start,’ Andi said. ‘My grandmother came to get me but only because there was no one else. She didn’t want me. I expect she was relieved that she was wealthy enough to pack me off to boarding school as soon as arrangements could be made.’

			She scrubbed at her tears with her fingers. ‘I was allowed to have a pony at the school when I got older,’ she said. ‘And the gardener had this gorgeous old dog. A big, black one with a grey face. That was where my love for animals started. They’re so good at unconditional love, aren’t they? Making you feel like you’re wanted...’

			Jack’s arms tightened around her, but Andi pulled back. She couldn’t sink into what felt like love. She knew it would only make it harder to leave.

			That fear was circling again. Had she really thought she could change her future and be part of a family? Not just a part but to be a mother? To have children and take the risk, no matter how infinitesimal that was, that they could end up with even an echo of what her own childhood had been like?

			‘Sadly, the best thing my grandmother ever did for me was to die,’ she said quietly. ‘She left me enough money to put me through vet school. To buy my gorgeous apartment with its harbour view and that totally impractical car that I’ve had so much fun driving.’

			It felt like Jack was pulling away from her as well. Or was it that barrier between them that was expanding? Hardening into something as strong as the Liquid Nails they’d used to fasten that heart to the cross?

			At least Jack knew everything about her now. Almost everything...

			‘That’s why I could never have children,’ she added. Saying the words aloud made them just as true as they’d ever been. ‘You can never guarantee you’ll be there to take care of them and make them feel loved and...and there’s nothing worse than feeling like you’re not good enough to be loved.’

			

			The words were on the tip of Jack’s tongue.

			You are so much more than simply good enough. I love you, Andi...

			But how could he tell her that?

			That he was in love with her and wanted her to stay and...

			...and have the children that she never wanted to have. To live in the place she’d never, ever even wanted to come back to.

			It was a measure of just how much she wanted that partnership in the big-city practice to have faced her worst nightmare by coming back here and, having been brave enough to do that, she deserved to find the closure that she needed so that she never had to return.

			It’s done and I never have to do it again...

			Andrea Chamberlain was the most courageous person Jack had ever met.

			He loved her even more because of what he now knew about her.

			And that made it impossible to say anything. Because all Jack wanted to do was to ask her to stay.

			And he loved her too much to do that.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			THE LAST LAMBS in the season were born a week after Dave Dunlop was free of his halo brace.

			He was leaning on the gate of the home paddock, Jack on one side of him and Andi on the other, watching the birth that was happening in the warmth of the afternoon. Bess and Pingu were lying on the grass behind the human spectators, happy to bask in the sunshine.

			None of these three skilled vets were needed to help in any way with this delivery but, like Andi, the two Dunlop men were simply enjoying the small miracle of new babies arriving in the world. The experienced ewe had broken the umbilical cords and cleared the amniotic sacs and the twin lambs had finished their head shaking and were trying to stand up, one with its legs splayed to try and keep its balance and the most recent arrival with only its back legs cooperating.

			‘It looks like a wee woolly wheelbarrow,’ Andi said. ‘I love lambs...’

			‘I love that it’s the end of the season,’ Jack said. ‘No more dawn rounds or being a sheep midwife. And it’s warm enough now that they won’t even need coats on. Another week and we can move them back over the road so the girls can get a bit more grass.’

			Andi was silent. She wouldn’t be here to help with that mustering. Dave would probably be okay to start riding Mary again himself, with the new collar as some extra protection for his neck. Or maybe he’d just walk behind the mob with the dogs to help while Jack rode Custard.

			In his black tee shirt and cowboy hat, like the first time she’d ever seen him.

			Oh, help... Andi didn’t want to think about leaving.

			Leaving the farm would be a wrench all on its own.

			Leaving Jack would be...

			No...she couldn’t start thinking about that when he was standing too close to her and might see, or feel, any hint of how overwhelmingly emotional that could be if she didn’t stay in control.

			She was well practised now in hiding—from both Jack and herself—the fact that she’d overstepped the boundaries that had been so clearly established. That this was a temporary arrangement. They both knew they weren’t remotely suited as life partners and Andi could understand why Jack wasn’t going to make the same mistake again by taking that kind of a risk. Why would he, when he’d been so badly hurt? Rejected, even?

			Andi had tried-and-true methods to cope with the appearance of emotional storm clouds on the horizon. Sometimes a firm reminder was enough. Or physical movement to distance herself. Distraction was always good and with animals around it was usually very easy to find something to comment on.

			She looked away from the newborns to the group of older lambs in a far corner of the paddock having a great game of chase and jump. Lucky was amongst them, one of the gang now. He still came running when she took a bottle of milk out to the gate, but he didn’t need it. His tummy was so round he couldn’t jump nearly as far as his friends.

			Jack must have seen where she was looking. What he didn’t realise was that he was doing exactly what she had been planning to do by distracting her. He even brought out the big guns that Andi used herself, sometimes, because they were guaranteed to succeed—the reminder of the city she would be returning to very soon.

			‘Want to take Lucky back to Auckland with you?’ he asked, with a smile.

			‘I’d love to,’ Andi admitted. ‘I suspect the concierge of my apartment block would have something to say about it, though. Especially in about six months’ time.’

			‘You’ve got a concierge?’ Jack gave a silent whistle. ‘You never told me that.’

			Andi shrugged. ‘You never asked. And it’s just as well there is one, otherwise I couldn’t have come down here to help out. My pot plants would have all died by now.’

			Jack was grinning. ‘I get it. I guess we kind of have a concierge, too. Maureen.’ He tilted his head towards his father. ‘When are you going to make an honest woman of her, Dad? It’s obvious to everyone that you two should be together.’

			Dave shook his head as he gave a huff of laughter. Then he cleared his throat and it felt like a signal that he would prefer that the subject got changed.

			She wasn’t wrong.

			‘I was saving this for when we were having wine o’clock this evening,’ Dave said, ‘but I can’t keep it a secret any longer. I got a phone call this afternoon. From Warren.’

			Andi blinked. When was the last time she’d thought about her boss in Auckland? Days ago? Weeks...?

			‘I’ve been talking to him, on and off, while you’ve been here,’ Dave confessed. ‘He said he was checking up on how I was doing, but we seemed to talk more about you, Andi. At the start he was just happy to hear how well you’d settled in here and how you rose to every challenge you got. He loved hearing about how well Jed’s recovered after his surgery and I’ve been sending him photos of those gorgeous pups you saved with that Caesarean.’

			‘Wasn’t just me,’ Andi protested. ‘It was all of us. You and Jack. And Maureen.’

			All of us.

			Telling Dave that he was a good father figure had been closer to the truth than she’d realised because this felt like the closest thing Andi had ever had to a family. She would always have such happy memories of being here.

			She was even happier that the man who had the power to make or break her future had been getting such good feedback about her. It was the reason she’d come here, after all.

			‘I told him today that if I thought you’d be remotely interested, I’d offer you a job here.’

			‘What did he say to that?’

			‘He just laughed. He said he knows exactly where you see yourself in ten years’ time—and it’s not in a rural animal hospital in Central Otago.’

			Andi could easily imagine Warren’s words—that dismissive tone and the laughter—and she didn’t like how it was making her feel. He would have been so sure of himself. So sure of what he thought Andi would be thinking and feeling. But he didn’t know her, did he?

			He only knew the version of her that she’d allowed the world to see.

			No wonder she was so good at hiding how she felt. She’d been doing it since she was five years old and had learned that she couldn’t rely on anyone else really caring about her.

			Would she have to add new things to hide when she got back to the city, on top of how she felt about Jack Dunlop? Like the things that only Jack knew about her?

			‘I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to share this.’ Dave’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘But he told me they had a partners’ meeting yesterday and they voted unanimously to invite you to join the partnership.’

			Andi caught her breath.

			At last...

			There was a heartbeat of something that felt like triumph. Like she was holding the biggest prize ever. Andi could almost feel the mantle of respect and new status that would envelop her. This should be the happiest moment of her life so far and yet...

			...it didn’t feel quite right.

			Andi’s gaze flicked sideways to Jack.

			‘Congratulations,’ he said quietly. ‘I know what a big deal this is for you. It’s what you’ve always wanted.’

			‘He sounded impatient to get you back on deck,’ Dave admitted. ‘Asked me more than once whether you’d booked your ferry ticket yet.’

			‘No.’ Andi’s breath came out in a small sigh as she broke the eye contact with Jack. Or had he broken it with her? ‘I need to do that.’

			There was a long moment’s silence. Did Jack’s voice sound oddly bright when he broke it?

			‘We’ll have to celebrate that partnership this evening,’ he announced. ‘I’ll put some of our local sparkling wine into the fridge to chill properly. It’s just as good as any French champagne. I’ve just got a bit of urgent paperwork to do before I call it a day.’

			‘And I need to check on our inpatients.’ Andi turned to follow him, tapping into some helpful physical distraction. ‘I want to take another X-ray of that fracture I pinned this morning before I let Gizmo go home.’

			The little Jack Russell terrier she’d spent half the morning operating on was a family pet but went everywhere on the farm with his owner. He’d jumped off a quad bike too soon and had been clipped by a car and it had been a challenge to save his back leg, thanks to the complicated fracture he had sustained. She needed to check that none of the bone fragments had moved out of place and look for any early signs of infection that could undo all her hard work in Theatre.

			She needed to find some time to make a few phone calls or online bookings, too. The ones that would underpin her journey back to the other end of the country, but when she turned to head for the animal hospital building, she found Pingu sitting in her path, looking up at her. His black, button eyes were almost hidden by his overgrown fringe, but she could have sworn she was receiving an accusing look—as if her little dog had understood what she’d been saying about preparing to go back to their city life and it didn’t stack up with the kind of adventures he now knew they could be having if they stayed in the country.

			It wasn’t as if she had a choice, though, was it? Even if she had, the news of that partnership made it feel as if the choice had already been made for her. She didn’t have to make herself miserable by playing with any fantasies of an alternative future that was only a dream anyway.

			‘Look at you, Pingu.’ Andi’s huff of laughter felt forced, but maybe she was trying to convince herself as much as her pet. Dunking him in the river to wash off sheep dirt and cutting the knots out of his hair herself had not been a good enough way to care for her fur baby. ‘I’m going to book the groomer as soon I’ve sorted a ferry ticket. You weren’t bred to be a farm dog, were you? You’re a city dog, through and through.’

			

			And Andi was a city girl, through and through.

			That’s what Jack had said himself to Marigold’s owner, Glenys, wasn’t it?

			Had Andi used the same words deliberately?

			Had she seen something in his eyes—a warning that he might ask her not to go back to Auckland and to stay here, with him, instead?

			As if...

			He knew how much she wanted that partnership. It represented the prize she’d worked so hard for. It would give her status amongst her colleagues and the chance to go further in her specialty. She might end up a world expert in canine orthopaedic surgery or something and travel the globe to give keynote speeches at prestigious, international conferences.

			She would feel special, which was more than her grandmother had done for her. Jack’s heart broke whenever he thought of little Andi as a terrified child trapped in the back of a wrecked car with her lifeless parents, but it broke even more to think of all those years of her being made to feel unwanted. Unloved.

			Jack was pretty confident he hadn’t revealed anything that might make Andi feel uncomfortable about leaving to go back to Auckland, however. He was, after all, an expert in hiding how he felt.

			He’d had his first lessons in doing just that when he was the same age Andi had been when she was last in Cutler’s Creek, when he would pretend to be happy to try and lift some of that sadness in his father’s eyes that had been there ever since his mum had gotten so sick and died. He’d used the skills again during his marriage as he tried so hard to make it work, and he’d relied on them in the wake of its failure because he couldn’t cope with people knowing how shattered he really was and feeling sorry for him—especially his dad.

			Hiding the feelings he had for Andi was quite easy, in comparison. It was going to stop either of them getting hurt. Even a matter of minutes ago she had reinforced that what they’d found together hadn’t dented her clear intention of heading back to Auckland and taking up that prestigious new partnership.

			Jack emerged from the office after grappling with paperwork that was far harder to focus on than it had ever been before to find Andi still in the clinic, tidying a shelf of dog and cat worming tablets and flea treatments.

			‘How’s Gizmo?’

			‘Gone home. The fracture was stable, vital signs all within a normal range and his pain relief good enough to keep him drowsy for a while.’

			‘Was it Murray who came to collect him?’

			‘Yes. I could swear he had tears in his eyes when he was carrying Gizmo out to his ute. What is it with these big, tough farmers and their dogs?’

			A corner of Jack’s mouth tilted upwards. ‘It’s just love,’ he said. ‘They’re just better at hiding it with everything other than their dogs.’

			The silence that suddenly fell felt...odd. Full of other things that were being kept hidden?

			That needed to be kept hidden?

			Or was it because he’d said the ‘L’ word? Was Andi caught by the thought of a little dog that was cared about more than she had once been?

			Jack couldn’t simply turn away and leave it unspoken. Not when he still had those thoughts of Andi as a terrified child at the back of his head. He wanted her to know that she hadn’t deserved to be treated like that. She needed to believe that she was special. This might be the last chance Jack had to make her feel that way and he needed to do it in a way that would be memorable but wouldn’t take any of the glow of what she had to look forward to back in Auckland. This was the opportunity to let them part as good friends—with no regrets.

			And he thought he knew just how to do that.

			‘I’ve never taken you out to dinner.’ He deliberately kept his tone as casual as possible. ‘Come out with me tonight?’

			‘What about cover?’

			‘We’re not on call. We are allowed to have some time to ourselves occasionally and... I’d like to take you out to dinner. As a way of saying “thank you” for everything you’ve done while you’re here.’

			Andi’s eyebrows rose. She looked like she was trying not to smile. ‘It was my pleasure,’ she murmured.

			Jack stepped closer. He leaned down to reposition a box that had tipped on its side, deliberately letting his arm brush Andi’s. His lips were very close to her ear.

			‘I was talking about your professional contribution,’ he said, just as quietly. ‘But...maybe I’d like to say “thank you” for everything else as well.’

			He straightened in time to catch an unreadable glance from Andi.

			‘I’d love to go out to dinner,’ she said. ‘Give me half an hour and I’ll get scrubbed up. I think I might even have a dress tucked away somewhere.’

			Jack had a suit at the back of his wardrobe, and a fancy shirt that needed cufflinks that he hadn’t worn since a gala ball he’d attended too many years ago to remember.

			Dave’s eyebrows went a lot higher than Andi’s had. ‘What’s the occasion, lad?’

			‘Thought I’d take Andi out to dinner somewhere nice,’ he said. He avoided meeting his father’s gaze directly. ‘Just to, you know, let her know how much we’ve appreciated having her around.’

			The beat of silence made Jack look back and he caught his breath. He knew, Jack realised. Maybe he’d known all along. He knew that Jack was in love with her.

			And he knew exactly why it could never work.

			He’d been there when Jack’s marriage had gone into its death spiral and he’d watched his son struggle to get back onto solid emotional ground in its wake. Had it been as bad for Dave as trying to help his young son come to terms with the loss of his mother? Jack could only imagine how hard it would be to watch your child suffer and not be able to fix things for them.

			It was never easy for men to voice their feelings for each other, but they’d never needed to, had they?

			There was a deep sympathy in the older man’s eyes.

			That bond was bone deep. The love infinite.

			‘Enjoy yourselves.’ Dave smiled. ‘I won’t wait up.’

			‘Thanks, Dad,’ was all Jack said. ‘I’ll make sure Andi has a night she’ll never forget.’

			

			Andi had been in the district for nearly three months now, but she’d never seen the waterfront in Queenstown at night.

			It sparkled with light. Music drifted from bars and buskers and there were enough people to make the atmosphere on the pretty streets vibrant—as if everyone was on their way to a party.

			Andi certainly looked as if she was on the way to a party. She’d found a dress in one of the bags she’d packed into her car’s boot and back seat. It was badly crumpled, but after she’d hung it in the bathroom while she had a hot shower, it was almost as good as it had been when she’d worn it to a glitzy function in Auckland last year. She had no idea why she’d thought she might have any need for such a wardrobe item in a rural community but, tonight, she was very happy to put it on.

			The dress was dark green. It had a solid, silk petticoat liner, but the dress was the finest see-through fabric that was decorated with tiny sequins that made it sparkle as she moved. With short sleeves, a fitted bodice and a swirly skirt, it was probably completely over-the-top for wherever Jack was planning to take her, but Andi wanted him to see her looking...well...a lot better than she had been looking for far too long, wearing her overalls and gumboots and with her hair dragged up into a messy bun. She’d brushed it until it shone tonight and simply left it loose so it tickled the skin on her back left bare by the low cut of the dress.

			Judging by the look on Jack’s face when she went to drop Pingu off to spend a night with Bess and Dave and Meg’s puppies, she had achieved her goal. Not that Andi was basking in any admiration. She was too blown away by how Jack looked, in a suit that was almost a tuxedo. That he’d left the top buttons of his shirt undone and wasn’t wearing a tie made it perfect for him. Or was the final touch even better, when he picked up his cowboy hat?

			‘Let’s take my car,’ Andi suggested. ‘I’d better make sure it’s running okay before I set off to drive the length of the country again. The battery might have died by now.’

			It hadn’t. The sleek sports car purred its way into Queenstown.

			‘Do you like Japanese food?’ Jack queried, as they walked through a mall with fairy lights woven through the branches of tall trees on either side. ‘We’re heading for Beach Street and the esplanade. There’s a place I’ve heard about that does an amazing degustation menu. Or there’s a Michelin-starred restaurant not far away.’

			They could see the lake now, with the lights of outdoor eateries competing with the glow from anchored yachts. Further out, the moonlight turned the water silver and lit up the silhouette of towering mountains.

			Andi caught her breath.

			She didn’t want to be shut inside in the kind of restaurant that she could go to anytime in Auckland.

			Maybe she didn’t want anyone else around because she just wanted to soak in Jack Dunlop’s company.

			‘You know what I’d really like?’ she asked.

			His eyes caught hers. ‘Tell me...’

			‘Fish and chips. It’s warm enough to sit outside and have a picnic. On the beach maybe?’

			‘The botanical gardens are lovely. Just at the end of the beach. There are places to sit and look back at the township or out to the lake and mountains.’

			‘Sounds perfect.’

			‘On one condition.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘That we don’t talk about that flash job you’re going back to. Or when you’re leaving. Just for tonight, could we pretend that you’re never going anywhere?’

			The squeeze on Andi’s heart was so tight she couldn’t breathe for what felt like too long.

			‘That sounds perfect, too,’ she whispered.

			It was.

			They bought hot, crispy beer-battered fish fillets and hand-cut chips that stayed warm long enough, wrapped in their layers of white paper, for them to find a completely private place on the beach beneath a huge willow tree. They talked about the people who were lining up to adopt Meg’s puppies and that Jed was back in training for the next event on the dog trialling calendar. There was laughter to be found in remembering the day they met and joy to be shared in the relief that Dave had recovered so well from an accident that could have been a tragedy.

			And then there was the kiss...

			A kiss that was so sweet, so long and so tender that it broke Andi’s heart.

			It felt like Jack was saying goodbye.

			It felt as if it might be breaking his heart as well, but neither of them talked about her leaving or where she was going back to, because those had been the rules for a night out that had, indeed, been perfect.

			

			Three days later, the little red car was on the driveway again.

			Pingu was clipped onto his safety belt in the front passenger seat. The back seat and boot space were once again loaded with bags—one of which included the sparkly, green dress.

			Andi hugged Dave tightly and promised to keep in touch. She had to blink back tears and take a deep breath as he turned towards the house, clearly giving her a private moment to say goodbye to Jack.

			But what could she say?

			If she started to say anything at all, the dam holding back everything she wanted to say might burst and she couldn’t do that to Jack.

			She couldn’t tell him that she loved him. Even if she could genuinely tell him that she was prepared to give up her fabulous new partnership and her life in Auckland to be with him, it wouldn’t be enough, would it?

			He wanted a family and she couldn’t promise that she could give him the children he longed for.

			Why on earth would she think Jack might want her to stay?

			He’d been there and done that, with someone just like her, and it had broken him.

			She loved him too much to be prepared to risk doing that to him again.

			She couldn’t risk her own heart, either. She couldn’t bear to offer something that might very well be rejected, however kindly Jack would do that.

			She couldn’t bear even an echo of feeling that she wasn’t loved enough. That she wasn’t enough.

			The silence between them felt like it could ignite if someone struck a verbal match, but still, Andi couldn’t find anything to say.

			Jack looked like he was finding it just as difficult, but at least he broke the tension. He simply held his arms out and then they were hugging. So tightly that Andi couldn’t breathe, but it didn’t matter.

			‘Take care,’ he whispered into her ear.

			The dam holding back those words had become a huge lump in Andi’s throat. Her voice sounded strangled.

			‘You, too...’ was all she could say.

			And then Andi was in the driver’s seat of the little red car.

			Driving away.

			When she looked in the rearview mirror, she could see Jack standing in the middle of the driveway with Bess sitting like a sentinel by his side.

			She almost put her foot on the brake so that she could stop and turn around.

			Almost.

			But ahead of her lay everything she’d dreamed about for what felt like all her life. Independence. Success. Security.

			Behind her stood a man who would never live anywhere other than the place that held such deep-seated grief for Andi. A man who wanted nothing more than the children she could never give him.

			It couldn’t work. It would end up breaking both of them.

			She’d known it was going to be difficult to leave. But if Jack had wanted her to stay, he would have said something, and he hadn’t, had he?

			‘Don’t look back,’ she whispered aloud to herself. ‘It’s not the direction you’re going in...’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			EARLY MORNING SURGERIES were over.

			Two cats speyed, one dog neutered, a cat with an abscess that needed draining because it spent its nights fighting every other cat in the neighbourhood, and four cats and dogs who’d needed dental procedures. Designer dogs, she noted. A cavoodle and a spoodle.

			She could imagine what Jack would have to say about the clientele on this morning’s list. Maybe he’d say it all with simply a quirk of an eyebrow. Or a smirk. She hadn’t been remotely amused by that kind of expression when he’d queried Pingu’s breeding.

			A schnoodle?

			...should I say ‘bless you’?

			Strangely, it made her smile to remember it now. Jack had changed his mind about Pingu in the end, hadn’t he? She could almost hear an echo of his laughter and see the crinkles at the corners of those gorgeous dark eyes when he’d watched her clever little dog following commands to try and herd Lucky around the living room in the cottage.

			Andi left her patients recovering from anaesthesia in the care of the clinic’s vet nurses and rushed off to start her late morning consultations.

			Warren poked his head out of his office as she went past.

			‘Andi...how’s it going? You all settled back in?’

			‘Yes.’ Of course she was. She’d been back in the city for three weeks now. ‘Can’t stop, Warren. I suspect there’s a full waiting room out there.’

			‘I know, I know. Just wanted to remind you about the partners’ dinner next week. Black tie. It’s an important occasion welcoming our new partner.’ He was beaming at Andi. ‘Be a good excuse to treat yourself to a new dress.’

			‘I might just do that.’ But Andi’s smile felt forced. She might have to buy a new dress because she certainly wouldn’t be wearing her sparkly, green one to that dinner. She might very well never wear it again, in fact, because she didn’t want to tarnish the memories of the last time she’d worn it for that date with Jack, eating fish and chips on the beach under the light of the moon.

			If you discounted working hours and their stolen nights together, had that been their first real date? Or had that been when Jack had given her a tour of Cutler’s Creek on the way to cutting George the goat’s hooves? When they’d started to get to know each other. When she knew their futures would be on opposite ends of any spectrum of what they wanted their lives to look like as far as a personal life and family went.

			That ride up the hill to bring the pregnant sheep closer to the homestead and more feed prior to lambing had been much more like a date, though, hadn’t it?

			It had, after all, been the first time he’d kissed her.

			A kiss like none she’d ever experienced in her life, but that was hardly surprising when she’d never kissed a cowboy before.

			But no...the night of the beach picnic had been in a very different league.

			Because it was the beginning of the end.

			The night of that kiss...

			The one that held echoes of things that were being left unsaid.

			If only things could have been different...

			I don’t want this to have to end...

			Oh, man...as if it wasn’t bad enough having thoughts of that kiss or echoes of Jack’s voice lurking in the corners of her luxurious but now lonely bedroom at night, they were going to mess with her head at work as well?

			She was already past Warren’s door, but her boss—or was he a colleague now?—hadn’t finished what he wanted to say. ‘I need to remind you about that invoice, too,’ he said. ‘The accountant wants to process it by the end of this week.’

			‘I know... I’m sorry it’s taking so long. I had to break a term deposit and the bank’s been a bit slow.’

			It was the final box to tick to sign off her partnership and the significant financial stake in the practice. To cement her future as part of the most prestigious veterinary business in the city. It should have been done well before this but, to be honest, it wasn’t really the bank’s fault that the process was taking so long.

			Andi was finding herself curiously reluctant to take this final, ultimately binding step to confirm her commitment.

			And she had no idea why.

			Had she been too tired after the long trip home?

			Worried about Pingu, who seemed oddly listless and off his food?

			Missing the company she’d become so used to in—and out of—work hours?

			Missing Jack...?

			Whatever it was, it felt like the air was heavier than she remembered it being in Auckland. It took more effort to drag it into her lungs and the oxygen it provided seemed less effective in providing any renewed energy.

			She called for her first patient.

			‘Oh, no...’ She saw the signs of pain in the overweight miniature schnauzer its owner lifted onto the table in the consulting room. ‘Has Gus got tummy troubles again?’

			The middle-aged woman sighed. ‘He’s stopped eating, but he’s still being sick. He won’t come for a walk.’

			‘Have you been feeding him table scraps again?’

			‘He has his own biscuits on the table, but he likes my food better. What can I do? Those eyes... Look at him...’ Gus’s owner stooped to plant a kiss on the dog’s head.

			Andi bit her lip as she reached for a thermometer. What she could do was to follow the advice she’d got the last time her pet had developed pancreatitis and to stop feeding him high-fat, human food treats.

			‘Repeated inflammation of the pancreas can be dangerous,’ she told the woman. ‘It could lead to Gus developing diabetes or even liver failure.’

			Her client looked contrite now. ‘But you can help, can’t you? That’s why we come here. Everybody knows you’re the best vets in town.’

			‘We’ll need to admit Gus,’ Andi said when she’d finished her examination. ‘He’s running a fever and he’s in pain and he’s very dehydrated. We’ll have to put him on a drip and give him medication for the pain and the nausea. It could take a few days to get him through this.’

			‘I don’t care what it costs.’ The woman was crying now. ‘He’s my baby... Please...take care of him.’

			Her baby... Oh, dear Lord...had Andi really thought nothing of referring to Pingu as her ‘fur baby’? And told Jack that she’d only ever consider having the furry variety of kids and not the human kind? Because there was no guarantee that you’d always be there to take care of them and make them feel loved?

			That applied to her beloved pet as much as it would to a real child and that hadn’t stopped her adopting Pingu. Good grief...maybe Jack had been relieved to see the back of someone who didn’t even make sense? Someone who’d been hanging out to get back to her Tai Chi and boot camps. To live in a penthouse where you couldn’t even step outside and feel grass beneath your feet.

			Feeling like she had something fundamentally wrong in her life didn’t stop her empathy for this client and her dog, however.

			‘We’re going to take the very best care of Gus,’ she promised. ‘I’ll get one of the nurses to take him through to the hospital wing now. You might like to bring his own blanket in later.’

			‘And his toys. I’ll bring his toys...’

			Andi didn’t say that it was highly unlikely that Gus would want to be playing with his toys anytime soon. She knew that this dog was as loved as Pingu was. The problem was that poor Gus was being killed with kindness.

			Her spirits sank a little further when she found she had another overweight dog to see next. A lovely old, black Labrador with a grey face and worsening arthritis.

			‘It’s really important that you keep up with the exercise,’ she told his family. ‘It helps keep the joints moving. We need to talk about his diet, too. It’s going to help a lot if we can get some weight off. There are also supplements that may help.’

			A panting, snoring pug with very bad breath came next. A puppy check and vaccination were a welcome change and then Andi finished up with a dog that had a bad infestation of ear mites and was continuously shaking its head. She went through to the hospital wing to see how Gus was now that he’d had some pain relief and was getting some fluids through his intravenous line.

			‘You’ve only got ten minutes left on your lunch break,’ Ginny warned. ‘You ran over time on your consults.’

			‘I know,’ Andi sighed. ‘But I had to clean some ears that looked like they were full of coffee grounds before I could teach the owner how to use the mite medication.’ She headed for the last crate against the wall. ‘I’ll take Pingu out for a bathroom break.’

			Pingu was lying at the back of his crate and watched Andi open the door. He used to stand there wagging his tail, ready to leap out as soon as the pin was pulled on the latch. He hadn’t done that since his first day back at work here.

			‘Take fifteen minutes,’ Ginny said. ‘Twenty, even. I’ll cover for you.’

			There was a green space only five minutes away from the clinic, but Pingu didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get there. Andi crouched on the grass beside him.

			‘What’s up?’ she asked. ‘You’re not running a temperature and I don’t think you’re in any pain. You’re just not very happy, are you?’

			Andi could understand that.

			She wasn’t exactly happy herself.

			She picked Pingu up for a cuddle. He felt so different now that he’d had a makeover at the groomers. He smelt a lot nicer, too. Was that part of why he wasn’t happy? Had he preferred being a scruffy farm dog?

			They’d only been away from this big, vibrant city for a matter of a few months. How could it feel as if everything that had mattered had been undermined?

			‘It’ll get better,’ Andi promised. ‘We just need to get used to being home again. We’ll go to the beach for a walk after work, okay? You don’t get beaches in the country.’

			But you did get mountains and endless sky and fresh air and it wasn’t at all hard to breathe.

			You got to see lambs gambolling outside your window and ride a horse up the hills and do surgery on a cow called Marigold and cut a goat’s hooves, instead of endless cats that needed their teeth scraped.

			Andi had thought that going back to the rural spaces she’d known as a child would bring closure. That she could come back to the city she loved and never be haunted again when she was trying to avoid even thinking about that mountainous country. Instead, she was feeling torn. She wasn’t avoiding thinking about Central Otago any longer. She was thinking about it far too much!

			Which was why she hadn’t initiated any contact with Jack yet. Or Dave. She was afraid it would only make everything harder if she opened the door to mixing these two very different worlds. It had to be better to keep a clear separation, although if Jack had contacted her, she would have responded. Probably instantly...

			But he hadn’t called or even texted her.

			Why would he?

			She was the one who’d left, after all, but it wasn’t as if she had a choice. Andi had already accepted the partnership at Warren’s veterinary practice—all she had left to do was to hand over her financial contribution. Auckland was the place she needed to live for her career. Possibly other major cities in the world down the track as well, for training courses and secondments to enhance her orthopaedic speciality skills. She needed to be at this end of the country for personal reasons, too. Imagine if she went back to Cutler’s Creek and had to work with Jack and watch him find the right woman who would be only too happy to help him create that huge family he dreamed of because that was exactly what she wanted as well. It would be unbearable.

			Andy had everything she’d always wanted right here, right now.

			She should be happier than she’d ever been.

			What on earth was wrong with her?

			

			Jack was in his happy place.

			On his horse. Out on his farm with his dogs.

			‘Get away, Bess,’ he yelled. ‘Get away, girl... That’ll do, Meg...’

			Even better, he was out with his dad again. Dave wasn’t riding yet because he couldn’t risk another injury this soon, but he was using the quad bike and was down by the gate, ready to open it and watch the mob of ewes and lambs flow through. The lambs were nearly as big as their mothers and it was time to separate and wean them and for the Dunlop men to start selling their surplus stock to people on the waiting list wanting to add to their own mobs of coloured sheep.

			Not Lucky, though.

			He didn’t need to go hunting for the special lamb that Andi had bottle raised. Instead of running from Bess, Lucky was running towards her. Thanks to Pingu, he seemed to believe he was more dog than sheep. Jack fished out his phone to take a photo. That would make Andi smile if he texted it to her.

			Except he knew he wasn’t going to share this photo. Or any of the others he’d taken over the last few weeks.

			Like the one of Marigold’s incision, which had healed so well, it was invisible under the regrown hair.

			He hadn’t sent the video he’d taken of Jed, either, when he’d been moving without even a hint of a limp on his last check-up. Or more than one of Meg’s puppies tumbling around the house in delightful playtimes in the run-up to being chosen by their new families.

			There was the photo of his father and Maureen, too, on the evening they’d announced their engagement and they were sitting out on the terrace with chilled glasses of sparkling wine.

			He’d send that one. Soon. When he got to the point where it didn’t...matter so much. When he wouldn’t be checking his phone every couple of minutes after he’d sent something to see if there was any response yet.

			‘Get in behind, Bess,’ he shouted. ‘Speak up, Meg... Let’s get this show on the road.’ He signalled Custard to take off after a pair of naughty lambs who had decided they’d make a run for it in the opposite direction. Bess was onto them as well and it was only a matter of seconds before they slotted back into the moving mob heading for the gate. The distraction had only been momentary and there he was...thinking about Andi again. Wondering what she was doing.

			Hoping she was happy.

			It wasn’t that Jack didn’t want to stay in touch with her.

			Far from it.

			He wanted it too much. If she contacted him, he would be only too happy to respond, but he hadn’t heard a word.

			Why would he?

			She was probably far too busy now that she was back in the big smoke. She had her job that she loved where she didn’t have to wear overalls and gumboots and go out in the rain or wind or snow and even do surgery in a less than ideal environment. She had limitless places to go for entertainment, like movies and concerts and exciting sports events, like international yacht races on the harbour. She didn’t have to hike up hills or ride a horse for some exercise—she would be looking gorgeous in some trendy activewear and doing a Pilates or spin class at her local gym. Winding down after a busy day would be far more interesting than listening to his dad’s stories over a glass of wine and a few nibbles out on the terrace. Her evenings now were no doubt full of unmissable social functions. Would she be looking stunning in that amazing green dress when she was out at some highbrow event? Dancing, maybe, with the long skirt sparkling as she whirled around under the bright lights?

			She wouldn’t be sitting on an old, driftwood log on a beach, eating fish and chips, that was for sure.

			Although...she’d looked happy doing that, hadn’t she? As if she wouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere else. As happy as she’d looked when she’d been riding Mary, galloping up the hill and jumping that ditch. And as for the way she’d looked after he’d kissed her on the top of that hill...

			Jack’s breath came out in a sigh. Roz had looked happy at first, too. Until she realised just how much she’d given up for him. What a mistake she’d made.

			With the sheep through the gate and onto the road, Dave closed the gate and climbed on board the quad bike to follow the mob and take care of any sheep that thought it might be a good idea to stop and eat some grass on the way. He gave Jack a nod and a smile as he rode past. Jack could feel his father’s gaze on his back and he could imagine the way Dave was probably letting his breath out in a sigh as heavy as his own had been. He’d been watching him ever since Andi had driven off that morning. He knew how hard this was, but he wasn’t going to interfere. This was something Jack had to deal with alone.

			Maybe that was why he was feeling so damned lonely these days...

			He picked up the pace, shouting and whistling at the dogs to let them know they were running out of time. He only had another thirty minutes or so to get the sheep into the paddock beside the shearing shed to be separated later today. Jack needed to be on the road as soon as possible after that. He had a big day ahead of him with a long drive to a large, commercial deer farm and one of his least favourite jobs to do, which was to oversee the anaesthetic and pain control for the stags having their velvet removed. It was justified for both human and animal safety, quite apart from its commercial value, but it was going to be many hours of difficult, possibly dangerous and less than pleasant work and that was definitely not helping to lift his mood.

			At least it wasn’t something Andi would ever have to do.

			Jack would need to focus hard to keep himself, the farmhands and the deer safe for as long as it took and that came with its own bonus because he couldn’t afford to get ambushed by thoughts of Andi.

			Of how much he was missing her.

			Every hour of every day...

			

			Dave Dunlop had a cold beer waiting for Jack when he got back from his day on the deer farm.

			‘Come and sit down for a minute, lad,’ he said. ‘I miss having a yarn at the end of the day like we always did when Andi was here.’

			‘You’ll be having wine o’clock with Maureen soon enough, Dad. Are you still planning to move in with her after you get married?’

			‘It makes sense. I never intended living in this old barn this long. I wanted to hand it over to you and the next generation of Dunlops.’

			‘I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.’

			‘You’ll find someone, Jack. You’ll get that family you’ve always dreamed of.’

			‘Will I?’ Jack reached down to fondle Bess’s ear. ‘I messed up trying to get it first time round, didn’t I? Did I rush into that marriage just because I wanted that family so much? Was I so naïve I couldn’t see that it was never going to work?’

			‘You were young. But from where I stood, it seemed like you were the only one trying to make it work, Jack. You even moved to the city for her and we both know how much you love this land. Even that sacrifice wasn’t enough.’

			‘I’d do it again,’ Jack said quietly. ‘If I thought Andi would want me to.’ Because maybe it wouldn’t feel like a sacrifice this time? ‘If you truly love someone,’ he said quietly, ‘you can put what they need ahead of what you want, and it might feel like a compromise, but it shouldn’t feel like a sacrifice. Maybe we could live on the edge of a city and get the best of both worlds. I’d give up the dream of having a big family if that’s what it took...’ His throat felt like it was closing up on him, making it hard to breathe. How could he even think of living with someone else, let alone creating a family, when it was Andi he wanted to be with?

			It was Andi he was missing so hard his heart felt like it was slowly losing the blood supply it needed to survive.

			‘Oh, lad...’ There was a catch in his father’s voice. ‘I know you thought I didn’t know what was going on between you and Andi, but neither of you were doing much of a job of hiding it. I really thought Andi would change her mind about leaving.’

			Why would she have, Jack thought, when he’d never told her how he felt?

			Those words that he’d been so desperate to say to her the day he learned that the reason she never wanted to have her own children had been because she’d never felt loved after she’d lost her parents.

			You are so much more than simply good enough. I love you, Andi...

			Not that he’d had any idea then of how much he would be prepared to change in order to be with her. It had taken falling into the hole left behind in his life to make him realise that nothing was going to be enough without her.

			‘I can see how hard this is for you,’ Dave said. ‘I’m sorry... I wish there was something I could do to help.’

			They both sat in silence for a minute.

			‘Maybe there is,’ Jack said.

			‘What? Just tell me. I’ll do it.’

			‘Look after this place and the clinic—just long enough to let me see her again. That’s the only way I’m going to know for sure. We can sort out anything else after that, but I don’t want to live the rest of my life not knowing.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			ANDI HAD BEEN crying right through the last appointment of her day.

			So had Mrs Parker.

			Sadly, the time had come for her to say goodbye to her beloved Toby, and while Andi knew it was the kindest thing to do and that she could do it without causing any distress to the little dog, it was making her own heart bleed, like it always did.

			She was still wiping away tears when it was all over and she was tidying up the consulting room. Appointments like this were always scheduled for end of clinic times to prevent the grieving owner having to walk through a waiting room full of other people and their pets. Mrs Parker’s son had come with her so she had all the support she needed to get through the first stage of what must feel an unbearable adjustment. What Andi needed right now was to get away from work. To take Pingu somewhere lovely, like a park or a beach, and have a long enough walk to leave the sadness behind.

			‘You okay?’ Ginny poked her head around the door of the consulting room.

			‘Yeah...’ Andi blew her nose on the damp handful of tissues she was clutching. ‘You know...’

			‘I do. Um...’

			Andi’s heart sank. ‘What’s up, Ginny?’

			‘We’ve got a walk-in.’ Ginny was looking uncharacteristically flustered. ‘A guy with his dog. Said he’s really worried about her.’

			‘Does the dog look sick? Or injured?’

			‘No. Looks like it’s come straight off the farm. It’s got a bit of rope for a lead, would you believe?’

			‘Ah...’

			Andi would believe that, actually. When she and Dave had been standing on the sidelines watching Jack work with Bess in the heading dog class of the dog trials that day, Pingu had been sitting beside her in his smart matching harness and lead, but Meg had had an old piece of rope looped and tied around her collar that Dave was loosely holding the other end of.

			Whoever had brought his dog into the animal hospital probably had come straight off a farm and that meant that Andi wasn’t about to send them away. She had a totally new respect for farmers and their judgement about whether or not an animal needed professional medical care.

			But why had they come here? Had a farmer come into the city for an appointment or shopping that he couldn’t do out in the country and his dog had become suddenly unwell?

			‘Just give me a sec,’ Andi told Ginny. ‘And then you can bring him in.’

			She blew her nose again, smoothed back any stray locks of hair and straightened her back. Being professional was exactly what she needed right now. It would remind her of the flip side of the hardest parts of this job—the times when she was needed and she could help put things right for an animal who had something wrong.

			The door swung open seconds later and the dog came in first. Quite a large dog by inner-city size standards and most certainly not a designer model. This was a real farm dog, sleek and mostly black but with a white muzzle and chest and tan patches on her cheeks and eyebrows.

			She looked remarkably like Bess.

			It was Bess...wasn’t it?

			Andi blinked and then blinked again. ‘Bess...?’ she whispered.

			A tall figure was on the other end of the rope. Wearing black jeans and boots. A black tee shirt...

			...a black cowboy hat...

			Jack...

			Andi was completely lost for words.

			‘Gidday,’ Jack said. He took his hat off and dropped it onto the end of the stainless-steel examination table. ‘I’ve brought my dog in.’

			Andi cleared her throat. ‘So I see. Ah...what seems to be the problem?’

			Jack leaned down to touch his dog’s head. ‘I think she’s depressed.’

			‘Oh...’ Andi bit her lip, her thoughts suddenly veering towards her own dog. Pingu was definitely not feeling much joy these days. ‘Is she off her food?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Lacking enthusiasm for things she usually enjoys, like a walk, for instance?’

			‘Yep.’ Jack was nodding. ‘I reckon she’s lost her zest for life. You know what I mean?’

			It was Andi’s turn to nod. ‘I do...’ She took a deep breath. ‘Do you have any idea why she might be unhappy?’

			‘I do,’ Jack said. His tone was even. Mildly surprised, almost. ‘I think she’s in love...but they can’t be together...’

			‘Oh...’

			Andi could feel a smile tweaking the corners of her mouth. She remembered telling Jack that she thought Pingu was totally smitten with Bess. That all he wanted to do was to sit and stare at her and copy everything she did.

			But the other way around?

			He had to be joking. Bess must have been more than happy when Pingu got taken away and life got back to normal. Andi hadn’t forgotten the way Jack’s favourite dog had growled at Pingu on her first day in Cutler’s Creek—when he was beside her on the couch on the terrace, wagging his tail and desperately keen to start a game with his new friend. The way she’d ignored him in the weeks to come. That look on the face of the expert heading dog when she had to sit and watch him playing at her job by trying to round up a compliant Lucky the lamb.

			But maybe Jack wasn’t really talking about Bess at all?

			Was this like that night when anyone listening might have thought he was talking about Andi moving into the shearer’s cottage when he was really talking about them becoming lovers?

			‘Perhaps I should go and get Pingu?’ she offered. ‘Bess might be happier if they could spend some time together.’

			But Jack sighed heavily. ‘I’m not sure that just a visit would be enough. It might even make it harder. What if they see each other again but can’t find a solution to the problems that are keeping them apart?’

			‘It might not be simple,’ Andi agreed, keeping her tone serious. ‘Falling in love with the wrong person can make life very difficult.’

			‘It can indeed.’

			‘Sometimes it can be cured if you have enough time away from that person, though. To...you know...get over it.’

			Andi wanted Jack to look up. So that she might be able to decide why he’d come almost the length of the country to be standing here in her consulting room.

			Jack cleared his throat. ‘And sometimes,’ he said slowly, ‘there’s no cure, so you have to do something drastic.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Oh... I dunno...’ Jack finally looked up. ‘Like move to the city? To be with the person you’re that much in love with? Because life just isn’t the same without having them around?’

			It was too hard for Andi to take a breath, thanks to what she could see in Jack’s eyes. It looked remarkably like a reflection of the misery that had been trying to drag her down ever since she’d arrived back in Auckland. Had she really been wondering why she wasn’t feeling as happy as she should have been feeling when she’d finally achieved the biggest goals in her life? Why she’d been so reluctant to speed up the process of committing the rest of her professional life to this city and this clinic?

			The reason was standing right in front of her.

			The love she was feeling for Jack Dunlop in this moment was fierce enough to be threatening to melt something in her body.

			Her heart, probably.

			‘But...’ Andi would have considered herself cried out for the day after her last appointment, but she could feel new tears at the back of her eyes now. ‘But Bess would hate being in the city. She’d be even more unhappy...’

			‘It’s worth a try.’ Jack let go of the rope he was holding and took a step closer to Andi. ‘You’ve got to try something, don’t you, when you don’t want to live without the person you love that much...’

			He was right in front of her.

			He was telling her that he loved her. That she was not only good enough to be loved but that he didn’t want to live without her. And he’d come all this way so that he could tell her in person? So that he could look into her eyes and see right into her soul as he did so?

			‘Oh, Jack...’ The words were a sigh. Andi couldn’t pretend they were talking about Bess and Pingu now. ‘But I’m a city girl...’

			‘No...you’re you,’ Jack said softly. ‘You’re gorgeous and amazing and so, so clever and you will be you wherever you live and I will always love you, so if you have to be in the city to be happy, then that’s where I’ll learn to be happy, too.’

			But Andi shook her head. ‘You’d hate it.’ A tear rolled from each eye as she blinked. ‘I don’t even like it that much now.’ It was true, she realised. Everything she’d thought was so important to her in the life she’d built—like the partnership and her apartment and her car—well...they all suddenly felt...irrelevant. Far less important than how she felt about this man, who was so close to her she could feel the warmth of his body.

			Jack had suddenly become very, very still. ‘Why not?’

			‘Something’s missing,’ Andi said.

			‘What?’

			‘You...’

			She saw the dawn of light in Jack’s eyes. The joy. And it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

			‘And my heart,’ Andi added quickly, because she knew Jack was about to start kissing her. ‘I think I left a rather large part of my heart behind.’

			She’d been right. Jack was about to start kissing her.

			And what a kiss it was. Andi could feel all the heartache behind it—the unique loneliness of being away from the person you love that much. She could feel something else, too. Something beautiful.

			Hope...

			Jack’s eyes looked misty with a mix of joy and hope when Andi finally opened her eyes again.

			‘I think a part of your heart has always been there. It was your first home.’ Jack had gone still again. ‘Do you think it could be your forever home?’

			Andi was smiling through tears of happiness. ‘You sound like you want to adopt me. Like a rescue dog...’

			Jack was smiling, too. ‘I want to marry you,’ he said. ‘I want us to be together for ever. But that doesn’t mean you have to start having babies. I’ll be just as happy with fur kids if I can have them with you.’

			‘Oh...’ Andi could still taste an echo of Jack on her lips. It wasn’t enough. She wanted more.

			The idea of Jack not being the father she knew he was born to be wasn’t enough, either. ‘I think...’ The words were tentative but only because she didn’t know how Jack might react. She knew how true they were the moment they were leaving her lips. ‘I might have changed my mind about having a family of my own.’

			‘I wouldn’t ask you to do that,’ Jack said softly. ‘Not when I know how you feel about it. How you’d never want to risk a child going through what you had to go through.’

			‘But they wouldn’t.’ Andi swallowed hard. ‘There was nobody for me other than a grandmother who didn’t want me. If we got vaporised or something, any child of ours would have a grandfather who would love them to bits.’

			‘A grandmother, too,’ Jack said. ‘Dad and Maureen are engaged now.’

			‘Oh... I’m so happy to hear that.’ Andi was looking misty now. ‘And if they ended up looking after our kids, they’d have the whole of Cutler’s Creek helping them. People like Shona and Glenys and Zac and Liv and Ben and JJ and...’

			Jack was laughing. ‘I get it...it’s a community.’

			‘It’s the biggest insurance policy ever. One that money could never buy. It’s a thread of what makes a family a family and not just a bunch of people who happen to be related to each other.’

			‘Like your grandmother.’

			Andi’s nod was sombre.

			‘Didn’t you tell me that it’s the unconditional love that makes a family a family?’

			She nodded again.

			‘That’s how I love you, Andrea Chamberlain. I’m never going to let you think that you don’t deserve to be loved this much. Unconditionally. And for ever. That’s how it works, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes...and that’s how I love you, too, Jack Dunlop.’ Andi stood on tiptoes to bring herself closer to Jack’s face. ‘You’re my family...’

			She wanted another kiss.

			No...

			Andi wanted so much more than another kiss. She wanted a lifetime to love and be loved by this man.

			She wanted to have his babies.

			She wanted those babies to have grandparents who loved them. A community that cared. A school that could give them the joy of a Pet’s Day.

			Okay...she wanted it all.

			And, judging by the look in Jack’s eyes, he was more than happy to give it to her.

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Two years later...

			‘YOU ALL SET, JACK?’

			‘I think so.’ Jack checked his watch. ‘We’ve still got ten minutes before we’re on, though. You might need to get out there and be ready to release the sheep, Zac.’

			‘Dave’s already there. He’s got Tom helping him.’

			Around the fenced central ring of these dog trials, spectators were already gathering. They were expecting the prize-giving ceremony to start, but they were clearly also curious about why some unusual obstacles were being carefully placed on the grass when the competition classes for both the huntaways up on the hill and the heading dogs in the ring had finished.

			Dave Dunlop was off to one side of the ring, near a pair of orange road cones, beside a small pen that held three coloured sheep, one of which had a very distinctive white patch on its head.

			‘They know to wait until you’ve been introduced,’ Zac said. He glanced down at Bess, who was sitting right beside Jack, and then, as everybody did, he smiled at the little dog sitting right beside Bess. Pingu was looking just as focused as his best friend. His head was tipped back so he could see the first signal that would come from his human. Still smiling, Zac lifted his own gaze.

			‘You sure you’re okay to do this, Andi?’

			‘I can’t wait,’ she replied. ‘It’s our first public performance.’ She caught Jack’s gaze and the bond between the two of them would have been obvious to the spectators on the far side of the ring. Then Andi grinned. ‘I just hope it won’t be our last.’

			‘I was actually referring to the possibility that you could go into labour before you finish the demonstration.’

			‘Just as well you and Liv and JJ are here, mate.’ Jack nodded. ‘And Ben’s got an ambulance parked out the back. I did try and suggest that Andi stay home and put her feet up, but you know how stubborn my wife can be.’

			Andi looked totally unrepentant. ‘I wasn’t going to stay at home while the rest of my family is here.’ She looked across the ring and raised her hand to wave at Liv. ‘I see Grace and Milly are inseparable, as usual. Like Tom and his grandpa.’

			‘Those two are definitely a mutual admiration society,’ Zac agreed. ‘A bit like Pingu and Bess.’ He shifted his gaze back to Jack.

			‘What’s that look for?’ Jack sounded surprised. ‘What have I done now?’

			‘It’s not what you’ve done now, mate. It’s what you and Andi did when you took Tom and Grace in as foster kids.’

			‘Soon to be adopted,’ Andi said, proudly. ‘And how could we not take them in when they’d lost their mum? Grace was only five years old.’

			She was sharing another glance with Jack.

			Zac knew why. Andi had been that age when she’d lost her parents. When Zac had talked to Jack about the trauma of these local children losing their single mum to an aggressive cancer, it had only been a few months after Jack had come back from his journey to Auckland to try and find a way to be with the love of his life.

			Dave had been engaged to Maureen by then and he had moved into her little house beside the school not long after Andi and Pingu had made their permanent move back to Cutler’s Creek.

			It had been Andi’s idea that they foster Grace and her older brother, Tom, when she heard about their tragic circumstances.

			‘They need a family,’ she’d said simply. ‘And so do we. Besides...it’ll save me having to try and get pregnant with triplets.’

			Zac hadn’t asked for an explanation for what was clearly a private joke between Andi and Jack, but the whole community could feel the love that was wrapped around Grace and Tom. So much love but it still seemed like only a fraction of what was being created by the partnership between Jack and Andi.

			What a joyous occasion their wedding had been that next spring, a year or so after Andi had arrived to be the locum vet after Dave’s accident. There was a sea of golden daffodils around the old Cutler’s Creek stone church and Grace’s dress, as the flower girl, was the same colour as the sprigs of wild thyme in the bouquet that Andi was carrying.

			And now their first baby was due to make his appearance and Grace had to be the most excited big sister ever. Even his own daughter, Milly, was caught up in the anticipation.

			‘Grace and me have decided we’re sisters,’ she’d told him yesterday. ‘So does that mean I’m going to be another big sister for the baby?’

			‘It means you’re going to be a very special extra member of the family. Like all the Dunlops are for us.’

			Because friends are the relatives you get to choose, aren’t they?

			A squeal of feedback over the sound system had people putting their hands over their ears.

			‘Sorry about that, folks.’ The unwelcome noise stopped and the commentator’s voice took over. ‘We’ve got something special for everyone today. You all know our local vets, Jack and Andi Dunlop, and they’re here today with Jack’s prize-winning heading dog, Bess, to introduce a new kind of yard challenge.’ A sound that could have been a stifled chuckle came over the loudspeakers. ‘This may or may not become a bold new global trend in dog trials. Without further ado... Dave? You wanna let those overfed sheep of yours out of their pen?’

			Zac knew those sheep well. Lucky, who looked like he was wearing a white hat, was the oldest. Barbie and Lulu were the lambs that Grace and Milly had bottle raised last year. They went through the open gate of the pen, but they weren’t moving very far. Lucky was nosing at Tom’s pockets, hoping for a treat. He gave the friendly sheep a shove in the right direction.

			Bess was between the two road cones, her gaze fixed on Jack.

			Pingu was right beside her, quivering with excitement.

			Both Andi and Jack put their fingers in their mouth and gave a whistle that set the dogs off. Bess went to one side, her head down and body tensed, Pingu bounced in the opposite direction and the wave of laughter from the crowd was delighted.

			The three sheep weren’t at all fazed by this public performance. They let the dogs round them up and take them through a gate, over a little bridge and even leapt over a tiny jump made of an old tree branch. Andi and Jack whistled and shouted.

			‘Get away, Pingu... Away... Good boy!’

			‘Stand, Bess... Stand...’

			‘No, Lucky... Behave yourself. You don’t get to be the boss.’

			The crowd also shouted—between bursts of laughter and clapping.

			‘Go Pingu...you wee champion...’

			‘Go the sheep.’

			The final obstacle was a hoop that was touching the ground, but Dave and Tom were holding it upright. Bess positioned herself to one side and it was Pingu who ran back and forth behind the sheep to encourage them to go through the hoop.

			They all refused.

			Pingu looked at Andi, who was standing beside Jack, holding his hand and laughing too hard to whistle.

			‘Show them how to do it, Pingu,’ she called, eventually.

			The little black-and-white dog went around the sheep and through the hoop. Lucky followed him instantly. Then Barbie and Lulu trotted after them and finally Bess got up and patiently walked in their wake, making it clear that she was only doing this to help her best friend.

			Zac joined in the thunderous applause as Dave and Tom used treats to get the sheep willingly back in their pen and the dogs returned to get cuddles from Jack and Andi. His smile faded as he saw the expression on Andi’s face, however. Then he saw the way she looked up at her husband and the way Jack folded her so protectively into his arms and his heart melted.

			He’d never seen two people more in love.

			But this was no time to stand around watching. Zac knew exactly why Jack was signalling the man who’d been giving the running commentary on the Pingu and Bess show.

			‘Can we get a medic to the central ring?’ the commentator announced. ‘Ben...you out there?’

			He was. So was Zac and every other available medical professional in Cutler’s Creek, including this baby’s grandparents.

			The Dunlop family were about to welcome their newest member.
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			The Rebel Doctor’s Secret Child

			by Deanne Anders

			PROLOGUE

			EXCITEMENT VIBRATED THROUGH Brianna Rogers as she followed the office manager, Sable, into the crowded conference room. With her arms loaded down with boxes of donuts, Brianna looked across the table at all the people she’d soon be working with. She’d done it. In just a few months, she’d be working as a certified nurse midwife. The opportunity for a residency at Nashville’s Women’s Legacy Clinic was one that she’d never imagined receiving. It was known as the premier women’s clinic in the city, so the experience she’d receive here would be priceless.

			As the door opened and a silver-haired man with kind blue eyes came in, the room went quiet. Bree rushed to her seat. She had only met the founder of the clinic, Dr. Jack Warner, once during an interview, but she admired the practice he’d built and especially the home for pregnant women in need of a safe place to stay that he had founded.

			He took his seat at the end of the table then reached for the tablet Sable had told her contained the itinerary for the meeting.

			“First off, I’d like to welcome two new colleagues. I hope you’ve all met our new resident midwife, Brianna Rogers. She’s a recent graduate of Vanderbilt and came to us highly recommended.”

			A man yelled, “Go Commodores,” from across the room, taking the attention off her, something she appreciated. One of the midwives, Sky, waved at her from down the table. Bree waved back. Even with the unwanted attention, she was already feeling at home here.

			“Also, I want you to welcome Dr. Knox Collins, who will be filling in for Dr. Hennison, who, I’m sure you all know, just welcomed another baby boy.”

			Bree’s heart skipped a beat and her arms and face prickled with tiny pinpricks. No. It was impossible that he could be there. A roaring in her ears started as her eyes scanned the room, stopping when she saw a man with laughing gray eyes and a devilish smile that should have come with a warning.

			Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined herself stuck looking across the table at the man who had broken her sister’s heart and left Bree to pick up the pieces. Especially since one of those pieces had been a newborn baby. She’d never forget the first time she’d heard that name. It had been when her phone rang. She hadn’t spoken to her sister in months and was so happy to see her name on the display.

			Suddenly, she was back there, eight years earlier. Brittany, her voice overflowing with a happiness Bree hadn’t heart in years, laughing as she told Bree the news. “It’s a girl, Bree. A beautiful baby girl. I have a daughter. You’re an aunt.”

			Stunned, Bree didn’t know what to say. Brittany had been pregnant? How was that possible without Bree knowing about it?

			“Well, aren’t you going to congratulate me?” her sister asked.

			“Of course,” Bree said, recovering from the shock of her sister’s words. “Where are you?”

			Bree listened closely as her sister explained how she’d gone into labor early and the baby was still in the hospital.

			“Who’s the father?” Bree asked, unable to hold back the question any longer. Brittany had been known to hook up with some less than desirable types in the past.

			“It’s Knox Collins, Gail and Charles Collins’s son. But you can’t tell anyone. Me. This baby. We mean nothing to him. He’s messed up, Bree. He drinks and parties all the time. I don’t want that for my daughter. Promise me you won’t tell anyone, Bree. Promise me.”

			Bree had no choice but to agree. If Brittany thought the man would be a bad influence on her daughter, she had no choice but to believe her. She’d ask for more information the next time her sister called her.

			But the next call she received wasn’t from her sister. Instead, it was from the hospital. She could hear the woman’s voice. “I’m sorry, Ms. Rogers, but there’s been a terrible accident.”

			She told the woman that she was wrong. She’d just spoken with her sister only hours earlier. Her sister couldn’t be gone.

			She remembered holding her niece in her arms for the first time, knowing it should have been Brittany standing there to take her baby home. Not Bree.

			Overwhelming grief had threatened to overtake her then, but she pushed it back. Just like she had when she’d realized she was suddenly responsible for her sister’s newborn baby. There was no time for grieving. Because if she let it take hold of her, she’d never climb out of the dark pit of it. She’d never be able to take care of the child who had no one else. Just like Bree had no one else but that child.

			The noise of the room rose, bringing her back to reality as everyone around her stood up to leave.

			Looking down the table she saw Knox accepting the greetings from the clinic’s staff. How was it that he stood there, smiling and happy, going on with his life while her sister’s life was cut so short?

			Bree shook her head. No. She wouldn’t let herself go there. Ally had to be her first priority. The little girl had given Bree a reason to keep on going for years now, to keep pushing to better herself so that she could provide a good life for her niece. And there was no way she was going to let some hotshot rebel doc like Knox Collins get in her way.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			BRIANNA ROGERS WAS trying to ignore them. All of them. The giggling nurse with bouncy honey-blond curls Bree would give her already strained credit card to have, the anesthesia nurse whose toothpaste-ad smile could blind someone, and the drooling surgical tech whose no-nonsense attitude had turned disgustingly mushy. But most of all, she was trying to ignore the man in the middle of all three of them, Knox Collins.

			From the moment Bree had attended her first staff meeting at Women’s Legacy Clinic, she’d made it her priority to avoid Knox. For three months she had accomplished the impossible by managing to dodge the man whom she’d considered enemy number one for the past eight years. It looked like her luck had run out now, and the only thing she could do was pretend that he wasn’t there.

			Her teeth ground against each other when the blonde nurse giggled again at something Knox had said. She forced her eyes back to the computer screen in front of her and did her best to block out everyone else in the room.

			Should she have turned down the opportunity that Dr. Warner, Jack, had given her when she’d found out Nashville’s own bad boy turned doctor was going to be there? Maybe, but how could she? With the amount of student loans she had and the cost of raising her niece, she was lucky to get the chance to do her midwife residency at the clinic. There was no way she could afford to turn down the opportunity. Not having to leave Nashville or change her niece’s school had been a blessing and reduced the stress that always seemed to be right around the corner waiting to overwhelm her. Oh, she’d been tempted to pack up Ally and skedaddle out of town, but where would she go? It would have taken months to get set up with another clinic. Months of falling further and further behind financially.

			So instead, she’d convinced herself that if she was careful and kept her head down, she’d be able to avoid Dr. Knox Collins. And it had worked. Until now.

			“Need some help?” A deep voice came from right behind her, causing her to jump then grab for the coffee mug as her hand knocked against its side.

			“What?” she asked, the word ending with a squeak that made her sound like the mouse her sister had always accused her of being. Looking around, she saw that the other staff members had finally left the room. Clearing her throat, she tried again. “I’m sorry, do you need something, Dr. Collins?”

			“I just noticed you staring at the screen,” he said, his hand waving toward her computer, “and I wondered if you needed help charting something in the delivery record. One of the nurses was just telling me that it was a difficult delivery you and Lori just attended. Sometimes that complicates the charting.”

			It had been a difficult delivery with the baby being much larger than expected and its face turned up. It had taken everyone working together to get him out. But with Lori, her midwife preceptor beside her, Bree had been in control of the situation. “No. There’s no problem.”

			“Good. I know Lori’s your preceptor, but if there’s anything I can do, or anything you have a question about, just ask. I know I’m just here temporarily, but I want to help if I can,” Knox said before moving back to his own computer.

			Once he wasn’t looking over her shoulder, Bree’s body relaxed, at least a little. He was still too close and his words just made things worse. Because the biggest surprise she’d had since the day they’d first met was that Dr. Knox Collins didn’t seem like the coldhearted, self-absorbed man that her sister had made him out to be. He seemed to be truly interested in the patients and the staff at the clinic.

			Or was the overly nice doctor he presented to the staff just an act to make people like him? Didn’t the man ever wear something besides a smile on his face? Didn’t he ever have a bad day? Maybe if you were the only son of mega-rich country music stars you didn’t have bad days.

			But no matter how nice the man appeared to be, she had to keep her defenses up around him. The last thing she needed was to have him focus that charm of his on her.

			“Why? Do you need more members in your fan club?” she asked, the sarcasm as thick as the butter on a country biscuit.

			Had she really just said that?

			Way to keep yourself off his radar, Bree.

			“I keep getting the feeling that you have something against me. Do you want to talk about it? Clear the air? Is there something I did?” Knox said, the sincerity in his voice setting her teeth to grinding again. Didn’t the man ever get mad?

			And what would he say if she told him it was definitely something he’d done? He’d gotten her sister pregnant and then ignored her. Bree couldn’t blame him for her sister’s death—that had been the result of her sister taking a curve around a mountain too fast—but that didn’t mean Bree could forgive him for his part in her sister’s last days. For not being a man her sister wanted to help raise her daughter.

			She knew she couldn’t say any of this. Not if she wanted to keep her promise to her sister. And not if she wanted to protect her niece. Instead, she had to find a way to put some distance between them.

			“I’m sorry, Dr. Knox. I appreciate your offer to help. It’s just been a long day.”

			The silence in the room was deafening. She knew he wasn’t buying her excuse. She’d spent the past three months avoiding him and apparently he had noticed. Had she been that transparent?

			“Hey guys, what’s up?” Lori asked as she entered the room. Bree released a slow, steadying breath. She’d known from day one that she and Lori were going to make a good team. Though only a few years older than she was, Lori had been with the practice since she had obtained her midwifery certification. She’d taken Bree in as if they’d been friends for a lifetime, and she shared all her experience and knowledge. Lori was someone people knew they could trust the moment they met her. More than once, Bree had started to spill all her secrets with the midwife.

			“I’m almost finished with the charting if you want to look it over,” Bree said, turning toward the doorway, glad to end the conversation with Knox.

			“Sure,” Lori said, looking between the two of them, her eyes seeing more than what Bree wanted her to see. Her preceptor was smart and observant.

			“I heard that the two of you had a challenging delivery,” Knox said, turning his attention to Lori.

			“Posterior delivery, but Bree handled it perfectly,” Lori said as she took a seat next to Bree. “She’s going to make a great midwife.”

			“I was just telling her that the staff was saying she did great today,” Knox said.

			“She did,” Lori said. “I’m very proud of her.”

			Bree ducked her head as her cheeks warmed with a blush that would make the freckles on her nose stand out even more.

			Where her sister had thrived on the applause and praises of the press and audiences when they were young, it had always made Bree feel uncomfortable and awkward to have others compliment her. It was one of many reasons she had protested when her sister and their agent had decided it was time to take their duet to the next level in the country music scene.

			“I still have a lot to learn,” Bree said, making herself lift her eyes and look at her coworkers.

			“Dr. Collins, they’re ready for you in the OR,” Kelly, the nurse who’d been giggling with Knox’s group earlier, said from the open doorway.

			Once Knox left the room, Bree could feel Lori’s eyes on her. “What was that about?”

			“What?” Bree asked, pretending not to know what Lori was referring to. Unable to hold Lori’s gaze, Bree looked back at the computer screen, pretending to study it.

			“There was something going on between the two of you. I could feel it.”

			“It was nothing.” All Bree wanted to do was finish her charting and get out of the room before Knox returned.

			But the experienced midwife was not going to let it go. Reaching over, Lori shut the door. “I might believe that if this was the first time I’d noticed the change in you when Dr. Collins was around. Has he done something? Anything to make you uncomfortable?”

			It seemed that would be the theme of the day. She was too tired to go through another review of all the things Knox had done again.

			Still, she knew Lori was concerned that he had done something inappropriate, and Bree couldn’t let her think that. “No. He’s been nothing but helpful to me since I came to the practice.”

			“So, what is it, then? I know we were all worried that he’d be this stuck-up rich kid, but I haven’t found him to be that way at all.”

			Neither had Bree, which had thrown her off, leaving her feeling a guilt that she hadn’t expected. Which led her back to the possibility that the man might have truly changed. What if he wasn’t the selfish, ego-obsessed man Bree had assumed from her sister’s description? And even worse, what if he had never been that man?

			No. She wouldn’t even consider such a thing. Brittany might not have always been up-front when it came to getting what she wanted, but she never would have made Bree promise to keep her daughter away from her father if she hadn’t had a good reason for it. Bree, herself, had looked into his background after Brittany had called her and told her about the baby. Knox Collins had been a troubled teenager who’d been kicked out of more than one private academy. Reports of his partying his way through college were all over the local media.

			“Of course, if it’s something more personal, I wouldn’t blame you. The man is certainly nice to look at. I think half the staff is in lust with him.” Lori gave Bree a wicked smile. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. He’s not my type, but I get it.”

			Bree looked over at Lori. The midwife had a natural beauty that came from her generous smile and kind eyes. “What is your type?”

			“I’m not quite sure,” Lori said, her eyes looking off into space before returning to Bree. “I’m stuck somewhere between wanting a Mr. Darcy and a Jamie Fraser.”

			Bree hadn’t ever cared much for Mr. Darcy, too stuffy, but she had watched every season of Outlander and couldn’t help but think that Knox, with his thick light brown curls that fell almost to his shoulders, would make a great Jamie Fraser.

			“Really, Lori, there’s nothing like that going on.” No matter how good-looking the man was, she would never let herself be attracted to him.

			Lori studied her a little too long before finally shaking her head. “Okay, but if there is something that’s bothering you, I want you to know you can talk to me. No matter what it’s about, but especially if it’s something that could affect your work.”

			Bree bit back words that would spill the secret she had worked so hard to keep for the past eight years. She trusted Lori, she did, but there was too much at stake. If the truth came out about who was Ally’s father, Bree could lose the child she loved as her own. Let the other midwife think that Bree was harboring some deep longing for Dr. Collins. Better that than she know the truth.

			“If you’re good, then, I’m going to let you finish up rounds. We don’t have any new labor patients, but there is a day-two postpartum on the floor who needs discharge orders put in. You remember Kristina? It’s her third baby. No complications. Just look in on her and make sure she doesn’t need anything before discharge. You can meet me back at the office when you’re finished.”

			As soon as Lori had shut the door to the physician’s work room, Bree dropped her head to the desk. Why did life have to be so complicated? It had always been her sister who had loved drama. Not Bree. She took in a big breath then let it out, along with all the pent-up stress of the past few minutes, and made herself look on the bright side of things. Dr. Collins had only a few more weeks before his ad-locum contract would be finished and he’d be moving on.

			She’d managed for weeks to keep her head down around him. And if luck was on her side, she’d be able to continue to avoid him. But then again, when had luck been on her side?
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