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      TAMMIE

      BUZZ. BUZZ. BUZZ.

      Wow. It really couldn’t be 6 o'clock already, there was no way.

      Just ten more minutes, I mentally told myself as I covered my head with my pillow but my clock would not be deterred. The constant buzzing drove me insane.

      “Okay, I'm up!” I growled at the inanimate object before throwing a small hissy fit. I had made the smart decision of putting it across the room because if given the opportunity, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from pressing the snooze button and ending up an hour late for work. Yeah, I was that kind of girl. But a woman’s gotta do what a woman's gotta do. Waitress by night, veterinary assistant by day—this woman was a super.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      “Mommy, is it time for school yet?” My six year old Heather Nichole asked while she continued to knock repeatedly on my door.

      Fighting my morning acrobatics, also called putting on my bra, I rushed into the adjoining restroom to brush my teeth while hopping on one foot to put on a sock at the same time. I pulled my toothbrush out of my mouth to answer her.

      “Yes, honey. It's nearly time for school. Can you be Mommy’s big girl and put on your clothes and then Mommy will brush your beautiful hair when you're done. Oh, and just a heads up, yes I will be doing a bag check this morning so no monkey business, is that understood, Heather?”

      “Okay, mom,” she grumbled under her breath with a little growl as she turned her heel and headed back to her room.

      When her school called to inform me my six-year-old was caught with a pocket knife, I was terrified. In her defense, she wanted to fix the desk with the screwdriver but these schools were crazy. She thought it worked as a 2 for 1 special. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Finally, after some impossible body maneuvers, I was fully dressed. I unlocked my door and exited my room to find Heather, standing on a kitchen chair attempting to retrieve the cereal from the top of the fridge.

      “Heather Nichole! You're not dressed for school, and what did I tell you about using the chair as a ladder? I need you to get dressed. We have to go soon.”

      Heather hung her head. “Okay, Mommy. Would you fix my cereal while I get dressed?”

      My heart hammered in my chest as I watched my precious little girl take her time climbing down off the chair. I stretched out my arms ready to catch if necessary.

      “Mommy, you aren't wearing any pants,” she giggled while covering her face with both hands and blushing.

      My eyes snapped down to my body and I looked at my clothes. What was she talking about? Nice shirt, check. Socks and shoes, check. When my gaze roamed up my legs, I groaned out loud and slapped a hand over my face. Just freaking great! That was the distraction she needed to leap off the chair and dart to her room before I could catch her.

      I took her lead and ran to my bedroom and quickly took off my shoes before looking around. Wouldn't you know my pants were sitting exactly where I left them on the bathroom counter. Get it together, Tammie.

      Being a single mom wasn't the easiest thing in the world to do but I was doing the best I could. As I shimmied the waistband over my hips, my glasses fell off my face into the sink. I scramble to catch it before it could inadvertently bounce into the toilet bowl beside it. Once they were back on my face, I hurried to the kitchen, poured cereal into a kiddy bowl, and went to check on my daughter.

      With a quick scan of her body, I deemed her dressed well enough as I rummaged through her room for a hair tie to put her hair up into a ponytail. She squealed in triumph, bouncing her hair up and down in front of her little dresser mirror.

      Little moments like these calmed me in the chaos and a smile broke out on my face. But time was ticking. “Heather, go eat breakfast. It's on the table and we have to go.”

      Just a regular day in the life of a single mom.
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      TAMMIE

      I stood on the sidewalk with Heather when the bus arrived right on schedule. I knelt down and pulled her in for a tight hug, my arms wrapped around her neck and small shoulders. She was growing much too fast for my liking right in front of my eyes. I pulled back and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I will be right here to pick you up today. Then, girls night. right?”

      She squealed in excitement and with a giant sloppy kiss that made us both laugh, she turned, made her way to the bus and waved goodbye to me. I watched while it slowly drove off toward the direction of her school.

      With a small sigh, I walked over to my beat up old four-by-four parked in front of my home. I had owned her since high school, its rust colored burgundy had long since faded but it gave me joy every time I was in the driver's seat. I climbed in and patted the gas pedal with my foot a few times as was my regular routine and tried to start it. It took a few more tries, but finally ole Betsy fired to life and I was off to work.

      I loved it here in Wildview Falls. Located in the south, it was a quaint little town I grew up in all of my life, a place where people still cared about one another. There wasn't much crime here and Friday night football was still always the talk of the town. I couldn't think of a better place to raise a child.

      The only complaint I had about the area was the killer humidity. Sometimes, I wished Reverend Wilson would pray for more rain but we couldn’t tell God when to do his work, he always said. Right now, he was trying to bake us with no seasoning.

      I was beginning to sweat, even with the windows down and the breeze in my face. Betsy didn't have AC. Luckily, my home was a short distance from my job at the local veterinary clinic. I parked in the parking lot in the back of the building and walked around to the front. The cold air hit me in the face like a long lost toxic lover when I opened the glass door entrance and stepped onto our white tiled floor. There were several metal chairs in the waiting room and a front desk. Angel, our full-bodied receptionist with long beautiful hair and beautiful brown skin with red undertones, was sitting behind the desk with a peculiar expression etched on her face.

      She lit up when she saw me come in. “Girl! Get to the back room now we need to talk!”

      Oh, god.

      Lord knows what I was about to hear now. If anything happened in our town, Angel knew about it. I followed our resident gossiper to the back room and shut the door behind us. We both took our seat and she took a deep, dramatic breath.

      This better be good.

      “Girl, Mr. Tiny is gone!” She fidgeted in her seat as if she’d been torturously holding this information all morning and repeatedly patted her thighs while she waited for me to absorb what she just told me.

      But this didn’t make any sense.

      “What do you mean gone? He’s set to retire in a few weeks, that's why the new guy is coming from California,” I answered back.

      “I mean gone. Like he left with Reverend Wilson's wife gone. Like gone like a ghost gone, and no one knows where they went. But Tiny and her have flown the coop and there's no telling where they could be,” she chuckled hysterically, trying to cover her mouth and catch her breath all at once.

      I sat for a few moments, staring at the wall, trying to wrap my head around what she was insinuating. Mr. Tiny wasn't a small man at all. He was short and at least four hundred pounds.

      I still don't know how he got the nickname Mr. Tiny.

      “How's the reverend holding up?” I asked, my mouth still open.

      “Lots of praying, I guess. The love must've not been as strong as his breath. Girl, last week I went to service and he called me up to the front and said he had a word to give me. That man's breath was so strong, I got lightheaded. He told everyone it was the spirit. No, sir, it was your breath and you almost killed me. That's why I was dizzy.”

      I choked on my own spit because her eyes were completely serious. Death by bad breath was not something I could handle maturely. We both giggled in the back like a bunch of high schoolers who got away with ditching class.

      Angel sobered up and looked at me. “What are we going to do till the new guy gets here?”

      “I guess I’ll take Mr. Tiny’s place. Hopefully, nothing too major comes in. Let’s go ahead and get everything ready. You know someone will be coming in soon.”

      What else could I do?

      The clinic was a small quaint place. The waiting room was a powdered blue color with about fourteen chairs. The office was down the hallway and to the right once you passed four more rooms, two on each side. The tile from the front lobby continued back here in case an animal had an ill-advised accident.

      Angel went back to the front while I made my way to his former office. I walked around a second, looking at the desk and sat in his oversized chair and leaned back into it. This was really happening. I placed my laptop on the desk and logged in.

      No notifications. Zero emails from the owner. Not even a doughnut on the desk to explain why I woke up and got promoted whether I wanted to be or not.

      I looked around the space again. So, this is what it feels like to be the head of a veterinary office. It was one of my dreams to become the lead vet and to run a small business like this.

      After daydreaming for a moment it was time to get to work. The three techs arrived shortly after and I pulled all three of them to the back near the animal recovery room, beside all the cages. We mostly boarded animals after surgery but upon occasion had pets back there as well when people needed to go out of town.

      Chris was the oldest of the bunch as a  high school senior. His girlfriend Teressa, however? She was a junior and a bit on the ditzy side. I swear if that girl made it out of this job with all of her arms and legs, it would be a miracle. Jacob was the tall, quiet one.

      They stood with their backs against the wall as I paced, stopping occasionally to look each in their eyes. “It would seem, Mr. Tiny took his retirement early. So, until the new vet gets here, I'm the boss. Everything—and I mean everything—will run like Mr. Tiny ran it, is that understood?”

      “Does this mean I need to bring you a chicken box for lunch and fresh doughnuts every morning for breakfast?” Charles asked.

      I stopped pacing. “Wait, you were the one bringing that delicious smelling chicken?”

      And where were the doughnuts? I can’t believe he had secret doughnuts and didn't share.

      I scrunched my face, took a deep breath, and signaled with my hand for him to continue.

      “Yes, ma'am. He kept them in his bottom drawer,” Charles informed me. I was hungry after skipping breakfast in my rush to work. Maybe he left some behind? I couldn't believe he had been holding back from me, I was his right hand.

      The tinkling sound of the bell over our front door cut our conversation short. Our first client. Okay, girl. Let’s get this out of the way. I can totally do this.

      “Doctor, we have a patient for you,” Angel called. I put on a stern face and made my way to the front where I was received an already filled out sheet. I took a deep, steadying breath and entered the designated room.

      My first unofficial official patient.

      It was Mrs. Phylicia and her duck Mr. Quackers. He had gotten into the kitty litter again and was sick and coughing.

      I don't know what's up with this duck but I swear he was a quack.

      “Okay, Mrs. Phylicia. Can you put him on the examiners table?”

      I shook my head in disbelief. I couldn't believe how many times this duck had gotten himself sick from eating kitty litter and still lived. She gently placed him onto the table and the duck began to frantically flap his wings and cough. The sound was garbled and unclear each time he tried to clear his throat with another cough.

      It was evident he hated being here and wished we would let him eat his kitty litter in peace.

      “Okay, there, there,” I cooed while trying to pet him. His flapping slowed enough for us to keep him still. I turned toward the cabinets on the wall and opened it to retrieve a sedative. Filling the syringe, I pivoted on my heels and lifted up one of his wings. Phylicia distracted him with her own cooing while I went to work. In a few moments he was out like Mr. Tiny and the preacher's wife. I stifled a giggle hoping a snort wouldn’t escape.

      Mrs. Phylicia turned to look at me right as I cleared my throat and placed the syringe into the red contaminate box on the other wall. When I returned to Mr. Quackers, he was already lying on his side on the tabletop.

      “Okay, let’s see what we have here.” Donning on a new pair of gloves, I opened up his beak and sure enough—tons of kitty litter resting in his mouth. Phylicia’s hand shook on her poor little duck as she looked at me with worry etched on her face.

      “It's okay, I promise,” I said while internally groaning. We’d been through this so many times, why was she acting like this was a new turn of events?

      I pulled out the suction device and began to suck out the kitty litter. After I was done, I decided to give her a stern talking to.

      “I know you love your duck, but put up the kitty litter before you let him flap around. It'll save you a vet bill every couple of months.”

      She nodded, the worried woman hanging onto everyone of my words. “Okay, Tammie. No more kitty litter.”

      Yeah, right.

      “Oh and where is Dr. Tiny?” She asked. “Is he feeling ill?”

      I didn’t think telling her about Tiny’s runaway adventure was professional, so I opted for a different approach.

      “He’s retired,” I explained, trying to keep a straight face. “I'm filling in for a couple days before the new veterinarian arrives.”
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      CARL

      So this was it. Riding in my luxurious sports coupe for a few days, I was nearly at my destination. Coming all the way from the west to the south, I knew things would be a bit different, but I could handle anything the world threw at me. I downshifted my car and dodged a few more potholes while noticing the increase in logging trucks on the road.

      Everyone’s seen movies where characters are killed by something as routine as wood on a log truck flying off the trailer and killing the unlucky ones behind it. Nope. Not today. Nuh uh. I accelerated my car and hurried around him to find myself behind another one.

      “Where are they coming from?” I yelled at the wind. I swear this can't be normal. This can't be an everyday occurrence.

      This trip had been the longest I’d ever taken, and I wouldn't do it again. That was a promise.

      I finally saw a sign that read fifty miles to Wildview Falls! The last fifty miles seemed to go on forever until I pulled into the town. It was quaint and small. I could get used to it though. People on the sidewalk turned to look at me and watched as my luxury car passed by. I was sure some of them had never seen one up close. A small grin stretched across my face.

      Yep, Carl, you made it. The big man on campus.

      Step one: check out a room to rent.  Step two: check in with the retiring veterinarian and get ready to meet all the kittens and dogs. Step three: go house shopping. I couldn't wait.

      I pulled up to the red light, and checked the GPS. I was only a mile from the motel, and couldn't wait for a nice warm shower.

      I pulled into the nearly barren parking lot, and studied the older building. Probably built in the seventies but at least it looked clean. I got out of my car, stretched my arms, bent over, and touched my toes. My back felt tight, my legs were heavy and my stomach rumbled like an angry lion. I required food and sleep. I made my way inside to where a large pale skinned woman sat at the counter with earphones on. Playing with her phone and smacking gum, she never once acknowledged me.

      I rang the bell. She looked up at me and pointed to a sign on the counter. Mask required. I quickly pulled out my mask from my pants pocket and exhaled deeply from annoyance.

      I was being ignored.

      I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, but I’ve been driving for three days. I would like to get my room, take a shower, and rest. Can you please check me in?”

      Without so much as lifting her head, she pulled out a clipboard with a form to fill out. What kind of place was this? No eye contact and engrossed in her game. I wouldn’t stand for this. “I would like to see your manager please!”

      She smacked her gum once again, stood up from her chair, went to the back and returned wearing a manager’s hat.

      “Hello, sir. I'm the manager. Now, how can I help you?”

      “Wait a minute,” I sputtered. “You were just sitting right there. You couldn't help me until I asked for a manager?”

      “Oh, I was on break. Now have you filled out the form? We would like to get you checked in as soon as possible.”

      What kind of game was this lady playing? She couldn't be more than nineteen years old. There’s no way she’s the manager! I thought the South had good manners? I hurried and filled out the paper as my sweat dripped onto her little form. I was already annoyed but the stench of my underarms won over my pride while I slid the form over to her.

      “Okay, sir, what's your tag number?” she asked while sliding me a pen.

      “Why do you need to know my tag number? Are you checking to see if my car is stolen? I promise my car is paid for in full.” I was completely confused about her line of questioning.

      She ignored all my questions and continued to give me commands. “And I need your driver's license as well.”

      My irritation grew to epic proportions. This lady treated me like I was some type of criminal. “Am I auditioning for a movie? I just want a room. What do you need all of this for? I already paid! I paid four days ago and I told you I was coming from California. Do you remember me now!?”

      Her demeanor abruptly changed. She had a large smile on her face while she smoothed down her shirt. “Oh, yeah, the veterinarian. Welcome to Wildview Falls. It's a really nice place to live.”

      Was she for real right now? My heart rate increased as my anger grew and now I was sweating profusely. “Yes, the vet. Now, can I get my room please?”

      “Oh, right away, sir. As soon as I get your license and tag number.”

      Why couldn't she just give me my key to my room?  “My tag number is three,” I gritted out. “Can I go now?”

      “Sir, there’s no reason to get angry,” she replied calmly. “You can go out and write down your tag number and you can get in the room. Or, you can sit here with my beautiful face.”

      I shuddered at the thought of my defeat. I obliged since I had no other options and my shirt was beginning to become plastered to my skin.

      I angrily stomped outside and retrieved my tag number, stomped back and handed it to her. She looked at it, smiled and handed me the key with the slowest possible movements I had ever seen.

      This place was beyond backward and the longer I stood there, the more interest I lost in living here.

      “Hey, handsome. If you want me to, I can come tuck you in.” She waved at me seductively and twisted her stringy hair with her index finger while showcasing a smile—complete with all of her missing teeth. How could she be missing this many teeth at such a young age? She reminded me of the dead possum I passed on the side of the road.

      I shook my head, left her there, and headed to the elevator. An elevator that looked as if it hadn’t been serviced in forever.

      I looked at the service sign inside and the last date of service was over three years ago. I finally broke down and prayed. It was something I never did. I'm a doctor who saw the world through logic and science but at this point, I believed. I needed all the help I could get.

      Please let this elevator make it to my room. I promise no more road rage or swearing.

      I arrived on my floor safely. Never again, I swore after the doors opened. The carpet was a god awful print on top of shag carpet as if they were trying to update this ancient building and failed miserably. But at least it was clean.

      I used the regular looking room key the rude lady gave me—they hadn't even made it to the new age yet with cards,  inserted it, and surprise. It barely fit.

      “Is this even the right key?” I groaned. She probably gave me the wrong one on purpose so she could proposition me again with her unwanted services. I had to figure this out, because if she came up here, the next thing I would be hearing? I got her pregnant. I am not going down that road. I’m a doctor and I will not find myself on a stupid reality tv show!

      I shook the key in its hole several times with my sweaty hands. It kept slipping but I refused to be defeated. Wiggling this old key, I forced it until the lock finally clicked.

      A neighboring guest popped out their head while eating popcorn and stared at my little dilemma as if I was the entertainment for the day. Gathering myself and what pride I had left, I straightened my back, went inside, and checked out the room.
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      CARL

      At least the room was clean and nice. After my initial inspection and not finding any strange surprises, I used the stairs instead of taking that deathtrap of an elevator to retrieve my bags. Once I made it back with my belongings, I dropped them on the floor and went and turned the shower on as hot as possible. After a few moments, I was under the hot water, scrubbing my body with the thumb drive sized motel soap. My muscles instantly loosened, changing my sour mood to a better one.

      I wanted to wash my hair but they only provided a cap full of shampoo per guest. I wouldn’t be deterred. When I carefully squirted the cap on top of my head, I missed my hair and shot a goop of it directly into my eyes, temporarily blinding me. I tried to wash it off and rid myself of the burning sensation but the more I scrubbed my face, the more it lathered.

      The phone began to ring and I almost slipped and smacked my head on the wall. Through blurred eyes, I darted to the phone butt naked and dripping water onto the shag carpet which now smelled like a wet dog.

      “Hello?” Wiping my eyes, only to discover it was the possum again.

      “How is the room? Is it to your liking?” She paused and I could hear her heavy breathing over the phone.

      “Have you never seen the room? It's okay, I guess, other than I don't see a fridge but I’ll get through, I'm sure.”

      “I could come up and see if I can find you one, handsome.” A creepy giggle followed her offer.

      “No, thank you.” I hung up the phone with finality. That lady was beginning to scare me. I rushed to lock the door, which of course barely worked.

      My damp skin chilled me as I stood there—at least the A/C worked.

      There was a plastic stand by the phone advertising a pizza shop called "Cheesy Delights." It was known for its mouth watering pizzas and its famous sweet tea.  I was tired and hungry, why not order from the comfort of the motel bed?

      I pulled out my phone and visited the pizzeria's website. My eyes widened as I scrolled through the menu at the array of toppings available. From classic pepperoni to exotic combinations like BBQ chicken and pineapple, the choices seemed endless. Maybe the food in the south wouldn’t make me miss the cultural culinary expertise of So Cal after all. I couldn't resist the temptation and settled on a large pepperoni pizza. It was best to order something safe, just in case.

      I turned my attention back to the extravagant advertisement that read “The south’s best sweet tea”.

      With my order finalized, I proceeded to checkout on the website. I quickly entered the motel's address and eagerly awaited the arrival of my delicious meal. Anticipation grew while I imagined the cheesy goodness and the comforting quench of my thirst from their famous sweet tea.

      After what felt like an eternity, the doorbell rang. I jumped off the bed and rushed to open it and was greeted by a friendly delivery guy. Making my mouth water, in one hand he held a steaming box that smelled of high cholesterol and trans fat. In his other hand, a full gallon of tea.

      I began to wonder.

      “What’s the normal life expectancy for the people in your town?” I blurted out.

      Quiet for a few minutes, I watched the cogwheels turn in his head while he stood there, confidently holding my meal and drink. “A good 55, I think.”

      I believed it. Their arteries were clogged. I'm surprised they made it that long.

      I thanked the delivery guy before I tipped him, took my items and closed the door. Bringing everything back to the motel bed, I lifted the lid to see pizza glistening with a film of pure grease. Doubt crept into my mind but it was too late to order anything else. I had to make do with what was in front of me so I ran to the bathroom to retrieve something absorbent.

      Toilet paper—it was all I had.

      I dabbed off the top layer of grease with ten pieces of the quilted stuff and finally deemed it safe enough to eat and live for another day.

      I needed ice for my tea. What was the point of cooling down with a warm drink?

      Hoping the grease didn’t make its way through the box, I quickly left the room. The next door guest opened his door and watched while I jogged quickly down the hall to fill my ice bucket provided by the fine people from the motel. Starving, I would not be deterred, no matter the audience.

      The pizza was still hot when I returned to what was home for the time being. I used one of their plastic cups provided with the room, filled it with ice, and slowly poured myself some of the famous tea. I also pulled a slice of pizza away from the rest, watching as the melted cheese refused to let go of the others. Lifting the piece into my mouth for the first bite, the flavors exploded in my mouth. The crust had the perfect crispness to it, and the toppings were fresh and flavorful. It was a slice of heaven.

      I raised my cup to my mouth to take a sip. The moment the taste hit my tongue, I groaned and metaphorically face palmed myself. Instantly, my teeth hurt. This was liquid diabetes in a jug. I compulsively spit out the tea all over the floor, and hurried to the bathroom to grab a cup of water in an attempt to dilute it enough for consumption. It took me a few minutes to remove the taste of pure glucose off my tongue but after creating a mixture of approximately seventy percent water to thirty percent tea, it was consumable.

      I knew this meal would ruin my diet but I enjoyed it regardless. I appreciated the convenience of ordering online because I was exhausted after my trip. I was able to satisfy all of my cravings without leaving the room—except for the ice. The last thing I wanted to see was the possum from the front counter or the next door guest who watched me like I was a reality TV show.

      After eating my fill, I laid back on the bed and dozed off like a college frat boy.

      I was awakened by the acidic burning attempting to escape my mouth. I had turned into a dragon. Sweet baby jeebus. The grease from the pizza had returned with a vengeance. I coughed, unable to catch my breath. The feeling of something heavy sitting on my chest tortured me, joining forces with the bile from my stomach in an attempt to kill me. But luckily, I was prepared for this warfare.

      I stumbled toward my medicine bag and retrieved some antacids and shoved several of them in my mouth and chewed their chalky texture before sipping some

      of my diluted tea to wash it down. I kept myself upright in bed, waiting for the antacids to work their magic.

      My eyes became heavy despite the fierce burn in my throat. What a mess to get into the night before my first day at a new position.

      After about thirty minutes, the burning subsided, allowing me to attempt sleep again. I slid down to try to get comfortable, but tossed and turned in every position I tried until I gave up, sat up, and leaned over to turn on the little lamp beside the bed. Its dim light was meant to wake me up in the wee hours of the morning. Somehow, I was able to doze off against the headboard only to be awakened again by acid shooting up my throat, choking me like a giant I owed money to.

      I quickly shoved a few more antacids in my mouth.

      “I will never cheat on my diet again,” I groaned. “I swear it. Scout’s honor. Please, just make the flames of hell return to the abyss from whence they came and leave my throat in peace.”
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      CARL

      I bumped up my mission to find a house. I had to get out of this place. I was beginning to miss my old apartment but it held too many bad memories of the relationship I left behind and the woman who left me. When the antacids began to work, I sighed in relief as the tension left my shoulders while the darkness overtook me.

      The alarm clock buzzed, shaking the side table. At least something in this room worked properly. Throwing something simple on, I walked down the stairs to get a cup of coffee and check out their continental breakfast. My nose led me to the waffles, sausage, eggs and some fresh coffee. I picked up one of the provided plates and began fixing something to eat, ready to start my day. After my plate was full I felt eyes on me.

      “You ain't from around these parts, are ya?”

      I slowly turned to see the tenant from next door standing with his hand extended. “Hi, welcome to Wildview Falls. I'm the exterminator here. My name is Terry Phillips and you?”

      I stared at the large grizzly sized and grungy looking man before I straightened and shook his hand. My bones were being crushed by what felt like a bear paw. The pain shot from my fingers straight up my arm. I shook my throbbing hand beside me when he let go.

      What is this guy's problem? Is he trying to hurt me on purpose? No wonder this place has such a low rate of pests, they’re being overseen by a bear of a man.

      I held my composure trying not to focus on the specs of food slowly burrowing into his unkempt beard as he talked. A memory crept into my mind the longer I stared at him. Did I know him from somewhere? I could have sworn I saw this guy the other night on Mysteries Waiting to be Solved! The murderer was currently on the run. I shuddered to think I was possibly staring at a serial killer who ran away and became an exterminator in a small town.

      What if I was his next target?

      “Daddy!” came a female voice from around the counter.

      Wait, what? It was the possum running to give this bear-like man a hug.

      “So, my little girl told me you’re the new vet, and you and her were talking about going on a date?” He eyed me with part accusation. The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

      “Um…” My throat closed and I couldn't breathe. How could a bear be the father of a possum? They looked nothing alike. It took a minute but I came up with the perfect lie.

      “No, sir, I don't date. I am not only a vet but I'm also a priest. I live a life of sanctity. I cannot break my vows?” I knew it was wrong but I was given no choice. There was no chance I was getting wrapped up in this web. I could just see it now… Carl went down south and married a possum. Lying possums were the worst but she wasn’t getting me. No, sir, she wasn't. “We have a strict life and are unable to date. I guess she misunderstood my talks and sweetness for something else.”

      “A priest.” He took a minute to think before speaking again. “What's your last name?” He stared sadly at his daughter, a look of disappointment across his features.

      “I'm just Dr. Moss. I haven't been sanctioned for these parts so please keep it under wraps. I was told there was already a priest here.”

      The last thing I needed was for  people to come up to me, asking questions and wanting me to forgive them for things. It was a small town. They had to have a priest already.

      “Naw, we don't but we have a pastor. Our little town is gonna have both now! This is sumthin’ else,” he chuckled as he reached over to the table, grabbed a napkin and blew his nose.

      The disgusting sound of mucus being expelled made me turn green. Great. Now, I knew I had messed up, but I had to deter him from saying anything somehow. “Please don't say anything, my son,” I tried in my most priestly voice. “This would cause me many problems to go around calling myself that here without the proper sanction. Please, keep that between us, if you could.”

      “Okay, I understand,” he nodded as he tossed the used napkin away. “Well, i’mma let you go, Priest Moss. Baby girl here says there’s a rat infestation at the gas station. After I kill those suckers, I’m fittin’ to be back.”

      He leaned down and gave her another hug, while keeping eye contact with me as if he could see through the lie.

      “Okay, Daddy,” she answered before kissing him on the cheek.

      This was too much. I no longer wanted my breakfast. I just needed to get to my job now. Please, let it be better than this.

      I headed back to my room when the possum animatedly waved in my direction. “Have a good day today, Dr. Moss!”

      “You too, my child.” I couldn’t risk her sending her bear of a father after me. It was either lie or be hitched to a possum. Between the two choices… lying it was.

      I made my way back up the stairs without food to get dressed for work. Khaki pants paired with a nice blue button down, and brown dress shoes. I caressed the white lab coat with my name embroidered across the front chest pocket while it laid on the motel bed. Putting it on made all those long days and nights of studying worth it. It was the first day and it made me smile.

      I was Dr. Carl Moss and I couldn't help but stick out my chest with pride.

      Avoiding the elevator, I made my way back down the stairs and through the lobby, making sure to avoid eye contact with the possum at the desk.

      Who was she to try and make me her husband? Lying to that bear to scare me into marriage was ridiculous. She could keep all her propositions to herself or pass it onto the next sucker that came along.

      I unlocked my door, cranking up my car and inputting the address into the GPS. I took my time cruising with the sound of the GPS voice in the background as I drove through the small town, quietly watching the people go about their day.

      It was a far cry from Southern California where the streets were littered with fun, strange people and everyone in a hurry to get in the rat race. This place was quieter and mirrored a time warp as if it seemed permanently stuck in the past.

      “Arrived at The Good Paw,” came my GPS.

      Upon first impression, the painted gray with burgundy shutters outside the building looked inviting. The name above the entrance doors was The Good Paw, which I found rather hilarious. Pulling up to the designated vet spot, I noticed the parking lot had an old beat up, rusted and dented four-by-four sticking out like a sore thumb. Parked beside it were a few more raggedy cars and the asphalt itself was littered with several potholes.

      I hoped my car was safe out here. The first thing I’m getting done to this  place is cameras installed.

      Smoothing down my lab coat, I threw my messenger back over my shoulder and  made my way inside. Immediately I was greeted by a voluptuous black woman with a bright smile on her face and large, curious eyes standing up from her chair behind the front desk.

      “Welcome to The Good Paw, we are so happy to have you! Your assistant is in the back with a client. You can just go to the back and make yourself at home. Your office is to the right.”

      I smiled back. She was much nicer than the possum who checked me into the motel.
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      CARL

      I walked into what was now my office and looked around at all the empty walls, ready for me to hang my degrees and awards. I sat in the giant, leather, rolling chair and smiled. I did it. I was a veterinarian. It was my first day under the veterinarian title and position.

      With an ego boost, I got back to my feet and placed my things on top of the desk before walking through the halls, listening for voices. I opened up one of the doors and found myself greeted by a hourglass shaped beautiful woman wearing a head veterinary jacket and holding a clipboard. She looked like my new head assistant. She quickly stood up from her stool and introduced herself as Tammie.

      My breath caught but I tried to keep my composure. Her beauty was matched only by her sharp tongue as I watched her finish up with her client.

      “I don’t know how it happened. He was attacked by something big,” the man kept repeating, his voice choking in distress.

      “It’s okay, Mr. Smith. Just make sure you take care of the wounds diligently as I instructed. I’ll send you home with some extra bandages and you can always call the office, anytime if you have any questions, okay?” she reassured him with a gentle firmness. It worked. The man visibly calmed and nodded his head as he continued to hug and nuzzle his little cat.

      I continued to quietly observe how she confidently ran the office in Mr. Tiny's absence and it made me uncertain. I was left grappling with a mix of intrigue and confusion.

      After finishing up with him, she told him to check out at the front counter and then beamed a southern smile my way before taking off her gloves and shook my hand.

      “Welcome to your practice, The Good Paw. As you probably already know, I’ve been acting veterinarian since Mr. Tiny left us.”

      “Leave?” I repeated, perplexed. “I thought he was supposed to show me around and introduce me to the clients?”

      Her face became serious. “Mr. Tiny is gone. I wouldn't be here acting as lead vet had he not left us so suddenly.”

      My heart dropped immediately. “I am so sorry for your loss, it's always terrible when someone dies unexpectedly. I know that he had to have meant a lot to you.”

      She raised an eyebrow and placed her hand on her hip. “He didn't die! He ran off with the preacher's wife.”

      “Oh! Well, that's quite different. So, I take it he left on a good note. All this time I watched while she was doing all of this work I thought maybe today was his off day but turns out he was gone for good, he had good help at least in this woman Tammie at least. Well, My name is Dr Carl Moss but you can just call me Carl—”

      Tammie abruptly placed her finger firmly against my lips.

      “That was my plan. So, Carl it is. I'm happy to have you be a part of our team but is there anyway we can finish with the pleasantries when we get back? We have a call to one of the farms. There's a Bull in distress. We need to go.”

      A Bull? Like the big ones from the rodeo? In California there were special vets that took care of the farm animals, what kind of town was this? I wasn't trained to battle bulls, I was used to cats, dogs and regular pets.

      I was starting to re-think this southern thing. But they eagerly gave me a chance when I applied around for my first veterinarian job. I knew it was too good to be true when they offered me a sign on bonus to get me here faster.

      Tammie was already on the move, grabbing her bag as I stumbled to catch up with her with my own set of medical supplies.

      We both made our way to our respective vehicles when she gave mine a double take.

      “That's a fancy ride, city boy. But you may wanna ride with me.” I gave her rusty, beat up  a double take of my own. “Those ruts on the way to the farm will rip that bumper clean off,” she said, covering her mouth with a giggle. “Is that really what you chose to wear? Okay, let's get a move on.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what she was insinuating since I was in proper attire, but I locked my car doors and went to hers.

      I had recently bought my four door Porsche and there was no way I was about to cause any unwanted damage to it, especially to go check on a bull. It was easy to agree with her.

      I climbed into her rugged four-by-four  and watched as she attempted to crank it before stomping on the gas several times. It nearly blew my eardrums off when it fired to life.

      “Yeah, she a bit loud,” Tammie yelled. “I got a hole in the exhaust somewhere.”

      She drove the truck like we were at a motor speedway. I clung to my seatbelt for dear life with every hard turn.

      “Are you seeing anyone, Carl?” She yelled over the roar of the engine with a quick glance.

      Was she asking me if I was available?

      “Well, yeah. I'm seeing this woman right now. She's beautiful and has a big and a bad attitude but is very intelligent.”

      Her eyes widened as she glanced at me again, a little longer this time. I chuckled. “She's also about to run into that stop sign right now.”

      She jerked her head back to the road with a grin.

      “Touché, Carl. I would be seeing someone if they could get over themselves a bit, ya know? They come from another city but they have a smile that could make a girl look past all of that.” Her words danced on the edge of flirtation, leaving me both amused and perplexed.

      Sweat began pouring from my brow and I wiped my head with the back of my hand. I was becoming a bit faint. We had rolled down the windows but all it did was allow more hot air in. “Tammie, is there any way you can turn on the A/C?”

      She laughed out loud at my question. “This truck has never had A/C or heat. I’ve owned this old girl since I was sixteen and we’ve gotten through every summer and winter without either of those. So, button up buttercup, you won't die.”

      No A/C or heat? This woman was wild. If I made it back to my room, I planned on hugging the A/C. Never again would I take cool air for granted, that's for sure.

      She cast a gaze at my attire and shook her head.

      I then took time to really notice her ensemble. She wore jeans, a t-shirt, and cowboy boots. It fit as if the entire outfit had been made for her. Her long brown locks blew behind her while the wind attempted to cool us. Her black framed glasses only enhanced her blue eyes that saw straight into my soul.

      Okay, Carl, you need to focus. This is about your job not checking out your assistant.

      We continued our drive through the countryside. I couldn't help but steal glances at her while enjoying the beauty of the simplicity of this place. Windmills and giant oak trees stood as high as skyscrapers here. We passed several tractors and other machinery that rolled bales of hay for their animals. I’d never seen that done in person before, living most of my life in the city. Several signs tickled me as well. FREE MANURE must gather yourself.

      This was a strange place indeed but carried a peace I couldn't quite explain.

      “So, Carl. Where did you graduate Veterinary school?” She increased her volume to try and combat the wind and hole in the muffler.

      “I graduated from UVP,” I yelled back.

      “You have to pee?” She asked, befuddled by my question.

      “No! I said I graduated from UVP! Ya know, the University Veterinary Physicians!” That yell actually hurt my throat a little.

      “Oh, okay! Because there isn't a bathroom for a few miles you would've had to drop 'em and stand by a tree,” she said with a straight face.

      Was she turned off by me? Or playing hard to get. I was confused by her. I couldn't show or tell her that I was interested, even though I didn't know much about her.

      Finally, we arrived at the farm. I had removed my lab coat and rolled up my sleeves. Sweat drenched through my shirt completely, plastering it to my skin. The smells overtaking the area were horrendous—pure manure. The wind did us no favors, blowing the offending scents back to us. Along with the humidity, it was enough to make me feel ill, but I had to show her and this town I was up to the task.

      We were greeted by the farmer who had made the call. He was an older man with a warm smile. His white hair and overalls brought back fond memories of the old movies I used to watch with my grandfather.

      Together, we made our way to the bull. Its massive form exuded brute strength. The bull paced back and forth, its skin the color of the darkest of coal. Tammie climbed over the fence and jumped inside with the giant creature, completely unafraid of the consequences of a possibly angry brute. My jaw dropped to the manure covered ground.

      “Okay there, Wild Bill,” she addressed him. “There is no sense in acting up today. We need to get that thing off of you so you can feel better.”

      I watched with horror as she confidently went up to the beast, patted him on the back while he responded by leaning his head to the side, accepting her touch and baby talk.

      The owner climbed over the fence to join her. So, I followed suit. I watched as they led the bull to a smaller stall, making it easier for us to tend to the giant cyst on its neck. It had grown to a concerning size which is why the farmer had made the call, and it was our duty to alleviate its discomfort. She removed her medical bag, put on gloves and began prodding the cyst.

      “I will take it from here, Tammie,” I instructed after putting on a pair of gloves myself and pushed on the bulls neck. Hmm. It was quite stiff and hard. This definitely needed to be lanced. I planned to show Tammie the proper procedure for how to handle a situation such as this.
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      I pulled out my scalpel from my bag and sterilized it when Tammie interjected with her finger in the air. I had to exert my dominance. I was the veterinarian and she was the assistant. When I shushed her, she quieted down and crossed her arms with a smirk.

      I lifted the scalpel up to the giant cyst and lanced it. One second I was cutting into the cyst, the next moment it had exploded blood and pus all over my face and clothes. Tammie and the owner began to laugh out loud while I was beginning to get sick. I ran over to the side of the fence and threw up every content left in my stomach before trudging back covered in the contents of the cyst. Tammie smirked to the side while I pushed the rest of the infection out and gave the bull an antibiotic shot.

      “So you're that new fella from the city. I think Tammie is gonna have to show you the ropes around these parts,” he chuckled, while patting me on the back.

      “The ropes, what ropes?” My confusion was mixed with residual disgust and annoyance.

      “Well, Dr. Moss, when a cyst presents that tight, we usually withdraw some of the infection with a syringe so it takes away some of the pressure. But maybe you Southern Californian vets enjoy being sprayed with blood and pus.” She began to laugh. I kept my composure while Tammie handed him the bill for a house visit. He signed it and handed her the check. Once everything was said and done, she followed me to the four-by-four, the smirk never leaving her face.

      “Okay, I should've let you finish your sentence. I'm sorry,” I apologized but it fell on deaf ears.

      After an awkward moment of silence she finally answered. “Oh, no. You are the big educated veterinarian. What do I know? I've only been an assistant for ten plus years but because you went to school, you know so much more than I ever could. I’ll keep my mouth shut, Mr. USC.”

      She cranked her 4x4 truck and began driving away from the farm—this time more violently and in complete silence. The infection on my clothes reeked but she kept her eyes focused strictly on the road.

      Yep, I’ve done it this time. Foot into mouth. I should've let her do what she has obviously been doing longer than I have.

      Her confidence and passion for her work was evident the moment she climbed the fence, but my pride got in the way and I paid for it. I admired her ability to effortlessly navigate the challenges of veterinary medicine and the fact that she had no fear at all. It took a minute, but I think I had her figured out. I was caught between her beauty and her quick wit, and found myself torn.

      Should I take offense at her audacity to question me or embrace the challenge she’s presented?

      The more I pondered, the more I wanted to know. Had something happened to make her the way she was? I needed to find out.

      “You did a great job there, by the way,” I told her, trying to start a conversation. “All I did was make myself look like an idiot. I'm pretty sure the farmer will want you to come back, not me.” I let out an awkward chuckle while trying to throw a friendly smile her way, to show her I wasn’t a bad guy.

      “Yeah, Mr. Bledsoe and his cows are regulars. We take care of all of his herd.”

      When we finally made it back to the office, she stomped on her brakes, turned and stared at me.

      “Look, I get it you are a big western hotshot that came to this small, southern town of hillbillies to teach us the finer ways of living. But, we live just fine the way we are. Maybe if you pull your head from so far inside of your butt, you’ll learn about people and not look like an absolute prick.” She let out a sigh and crossed her arms.

      “I didn't come here because I'm better than anyone. I came here to start over.” My emotional dam had finally broken. I glared at her. It was like I was forced to relive what I had run away from again. My past played before my eyes like a bad movie on replay. I shook the thoughts out of my head and sighed before I opened up and told her the real reason I left California and came here.

      “I caught my fiancé cheating on me. It seems like I dodged a bullet but she was now in love with Mr. Muscle. I could barely understand his speech because of his thick aussie accent and not only that, he couldn't even scratch his own freaking back! Want to know how I feel? Like crap!” I sat back angrily in the seat then turned toward her again.

      “Can your mind comprehend the way I felt after finding my fiancé locked in a battle of tongues with my own personal trainer? I walked in on them in the blatant act of cheating. They were startled. They tried to play it off by pretending they were only playing around with each other and split into separate directions without paying attention to what was in front of them. They ran off and flipped straight over the weight machines, flying head over heels and crash landed. Both of them both broke their legs but they broke something much worse than that—they broke my heart!”

      I wiped my eyes with the back of my clean hand. I had fought so hard to bury these feelings but I couldn't hold onto them anymore. “So, to be honest with you, I came here to find a new beginning. So before you judge someone, why not find out what they’re about?” I jumped out of her four-by-four and slammed her door before walking back inside of the building.

      I didn't mean to unload on her like that, it was the first time I had voiced my true feelings about the breakup. At that moment, an epiphany struck me. I left for all the wrong reasons. Running away from your problems never solves them. I had been holding onto this pain since I left, it was time for me to let it go and be true to myself.

      I washed my hands once more, walked into my newly appointed office and wept. This was not what I was expecting. I had a bear try to marry me off to his possum, a beautiful assistant who thinks I’m an idiot. I was covered in pus and blood, I threw up in front of a client and had a fight with Tammie.

      I couldn’t catch a break and it was only my first day!

      I sat in my rolling chair to reflect for a moment when the darn thing decided to collapse to the floor with a loud thud. I laid there on the ground with the remnants of the chair for a while, allowing myself to wallow in self pity when an angry Tammie barged into my office and slammed the door behind her.

      “Why are you on the floor?” Her nostrils flared but her anger quickly subsided and she threw her head back in laughter. “I wondered how long that chair would last,” she choked out as she shook her head.

      “I’ll have you know—”

      “Doctor, you're not the only one with problems. I go through things too. And maybe you should think about that before you unload on someone about your poor life!” After she yelled, she took a few breaths to calm herself. She stood there staring at me while I continued to lay on the floor. Without taking her eyes off me, she grabbed the door handle, and flashed me a small grin before leaving me in my shame on the floor.

      Before I could let out a groan and get up, Angel busted into my office, speaking before the door could fully open. “ Ms. Vera is here with her cat and I'm sure you and Tammie want to take a look at this one.” She blinked a few times before looking down at me. “Sir, why are you on the floor?”

      “Just helps me think,” I told her. By this point, everyone in this office thought I was an idiot anyway. Might as well roll with it. I inwardly laughed at my own bad joke. I wouldn’t be rolling anywhere without a chair. “The closer I am to the ground the more I feel like a rockstar.”

      “O…kay,” Angel said, shaking her head, “Ms. Vera is in room 2.”

      I got to my feet as she exited the room, and removed my stained and smelly lab coat,  wiping off my shirt a bit before walking down the hall to the designated room. Tammie was already there.

      A beautiful curvy woman with brown eyes instantly caught my attention. Ms. Vera sat on the examiner’s table protectively with her orange cat. Tammie began to fill me in on her situation.

      “Ms. Vera has informed me that she has a problem with her cat spraying the furniture.”

      “Well, we both know how we can fix that. It's a normal procedure.” I petted the cat and scratched behind his neck. The cat meowed to show its approval. “All we have to do now is to set this little guy up to be neutered.”

      The cat continued to butt his little head against my hand and proceeded to show me its belly, meowing happily. That was when I noticed our error.

      I chuckled. “This cat doesn't need to be neutered, it's a girl.”

      “What do you mean it's a girl?” Ms. Vera protested. “I know for a fact it's a boy. Jasper has been going around spraying things. You tell my furniture Jasper’s a girl.” Her face reddened as her nostrils flared with indignation.

      “Ms. Vera,” I addressed her gently. “Do you see what’s under the cat’s stomach? How it looks right there, while it's lying on its back?” I pointed down between its thighs. “There is nothing there to neuter. There are certain things that make a mammal a male. It has none of those things. I'm sorry to tell you but Jasper is a girl.”

      Tammie covered her mouth, trying to stifle a laugh when Ms Vera picked up her cat in a huff and left the office.

      “Tammie, are you telling me the animals here are as confusing as the people? I guess she has to get the cat into a pet psychologist. I once treated a dog who thought he was a kangaroo.”

      Tammie shook her head before leaving me alone in the room with my thoughts. I wondered if she was still annoyed at me from our tiff earlier.
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      TAMMIE

      That Californian doctor was so aggravating but he was kind of cute with his nicely framed glasses and fit body. His black hair was also well groomed and boy, if his starched clothes didnt make me say whooo. Okay, fine, he was super hot and goofy  but he didn't know what he was doing. He may be book smart but not real world smart. I swear, what is his problem though? He walked around, acting like he was right about everything.

      I looked at the number flashing across my cell phone and answered it as quickly as I could—it was the school nurse. Heather had a fever and was coughing.

      Great, this is exactly what I needed. Another bill. I was struggling, working two jobs, trying my best to make sure she had a better life. Her father was the biggest mistake I ever made but at least he gave me Heather.

      I walked back to Carl’s office. “My daughter is sick. I need to go.” His body on the floor caught my attention. “Do you need help?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all. I'm just enjoying the carpet. It's rather plush, plus with no seat and the day I had, I'm enjoying it.” He laughed humorlessly until my words finally penetrated his thick skull.

      “Wait, you have a daughter?” He pushed up on his elbows before getting into the sitting position. “How old is she?” he asked while slowly using the desk to help himself to his feet. He made his way over to me with a look of concern. Was he limping?

      “She just turned seven going on twenty. But seriously, I have to go. I’ll call and let you know what the doctor says, okay?” I was worried. No parent wanted that call. I had to get to my baby and make sure she was okay.

      I hurried to the school. Inside the office, I signed the sheet on the desk and informed the secretary the nurse had called me. Other lethargic kids filled the office. Great, just great. She probably caught this crud from here.

      “Okay, ma’am, I just buzzed the nurse. Heather’ll be here in a moment.” The secretary looked at all the sick children with a soft expression. “It began yesterday with a few kids and spread through the school like a wildfire.”

      She began spraying some disinfectant into the air. The smell of the citrus made me sneeze. “Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't get you, did I?”

      “Oh, no. Citrus just makes my nose tingle,” I laughed while she offered me some boxed tissues.

      A few minutes later, Heather walked in. She was pale. I used the back of my hand to feel her head and realized her skin was burning up. Picking her up and cradling her against me, I carried her to Betsy. “Baby, please strap in your seatbelt. I'm taking you to the doctor's office. He’ll give you something to make you feel better, I promise.”

      The trip was quiet. I paid close attention to her breathing patterns the entire way to our destination. My worry only increased with each passing moment and I prayed it was nothing serious.

      After several hours at the doctor's office, she was diagnosed with strep throat. We made it home quickly after a stop at the pharmacy for some Vitamin C and antibiotics. I needed to work but I couldn’t worry about bills right now, not when my baby needed me.

      Life had a funny way of throwing things at you. I wondered how Carl was going to react because I honestly had no idea how long her sickness would last. But as her mother, I would be here regardless of what happens.

      My heart sank further watching my daughter's normally vibrant energy fade away. I started to clean to keep my mind off my worries. Using disinfectant through the house and cleaning it from top to bottom, I transformed our little home into a sanctuary of comfort and healing. I created a cozy space in my bedroom, filling it with soft blankets, stuffed animals, and a nightlight to soothe her. Alternating Tylenol and Ibuprofen kept her high fevers at bay and I slept when she slept. My body was exhausted but I had made a calming atmosphere so we could both rest.

      I began to doze off when my cell phone rang, startling me awake. It was Carl.

      “Hey, Carl,” I whispered. “One second. Let me go into the other room. Okay, so her name is Heather and she has strep throat but I'm not sure how long I'm going to be out. When I get back, maybe I can pick up some more hours or something? I just lost my other job and I really need this one,” I explained while pacing around in the hallway trying to keep my voice down in case I woke up Heather.

      “You don't have anything to worry about. We’ll discuss your salary when you return and about your missing days. Let's just call these paid vacation days.” I choked up and battled tears that threatened to fall. “I also looked at the records and it seems like you haven't had an off day in years. I’ll have Angel send over your check at the end of the week and tell Ms. Heather I hope she feels better.”

      I was beyond relieved. How could a complete jerk have such a kind heart? We hung up and I began feeling more and more drained every moment I walked around to Heather's side of the bed and gently tucked her in, ensuring she was snug and secure. I laid beside her and finally dozed off.

      I was awakened again, this time by Heather shaking me. “Mommy, can I have some soup? I'm hungry.” My body shivered from the cold but I got up and dragged myself into our little kitchen. It took all of my strength to remove a bowl from the cabinet and open up the soup can. I poured it and placed it in the microwave while she turned on the tv. The blaring cartoons made my head pound and I grimaced.

      Yep. I  caught her cold. Just freaking fantastic.

      “Your soup, madam,” I teased while handing it to her. Her face had already regained its color. She bounced along with the music while spilling soup on the blanket. Honestly, I didn't care. I was too tired and too cold to care. I wrapped myself up in my own blanket once I fell back on the bed and allowed the darkness to overtake me.

      I slept hard for what seemed like hours until I was awakened by a strange voice. My eyes were heavy and when I was finally able to fully open them, I was lifted into an ambulance, strapped to a gurney with an oxygen mask.

      “Wait, what is going on? Where’s my baby?”

      “Ma'am, you have to listen to me. Your daughter is fine. Your boss, Mr. Moss called and said you sounded delirious when you were on the phone with him so he sent us over. Ma'am, your fever is dangerously high. Your daughter is with your mother, and we’re giving you some fluids and something for the fever.”

      “We’re following the ambulance. Hang in there Tammie!” came Carl’s voice.

      “You don’t need to yell, we’re standing right here,” came Angel’s voice.

      The ambulance turned on their sirens and drove me to our local hospital. As the EMTs pulled my gurney out, Carl was frantically waving his arms as he came our way.

      “Don't worry, we’re here with you,” he yelled again. I turned to see his car rolling on its own. He ran after it, trying to open the door when it collided with the fire hydrant. The idiot left it in drive. Still, it was sweet he called and that he’s here with me. I wasn’t used to that at all.

      Once I was admitted, they began running multiple tests. It turns out, my little runt gave me her strep throat and according to the doctor, Carl possibly saved my life. I didn't need something for him to hang over my head. Guilt assaulted me but I swallowed it down. The fluorescent lights, beeping of the IV and my heart rate monitor made my head pound. Why did everything in the hospital have to be so loud?

      “Because we need to hear it, ma'am,” the nurse answered.

      “I'm so sorry. Did I say that out loud? Okay, Tammie, you are losing it.”

      “You aren't losing it, dear. You have a high fever we’re trying to bring down.”

      The nice black nurse wrapped the blood pressure cuff around my right arm and handed me a small cup with Tylenol in it. She gently held the bottle of water up to my lips.

      I kept my mouth shut and let her do her job because, obviously, I didn't know whether I was thinking or talking. With the way my mind worked, I didn't need any more problems.
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      That wasn’t supposed to happen. My car sustained some damage but I needed to know Tammie was okay.

      As the hours ticked by, anxiety filled the air in the waiting room of the hospital. I sat with Angel, both of our hearts heavy with worry, waiting for any word about our colleague. The pale walls and different colored tiles were a perfect setting for the distress in our mind, adding to the confusion. The front counter was surrounded by plexiglass and all of the chairs in the waiting room were different colors that didn’t match. It was strange.

      The uncertainty of Tammie’s condition weighed heavily on my mind. Last I heard, her fever spiked to dangerous levels.

      I glanced up at the clock, its hands moving slowly as if mocking my impatience. I  tried to distract myself by flipping through a magazine, but I couldn’t stay focused. My thoughts kept drifting back to Tammie. Memories of our last argument kept replaying in my mind. Finally, a nurse emerged from the hallway. My heart skipped a beat and my hands began to tremble as Angel and I stood up. Her kind eyes and gentle smile offered a glimmer of hope.

      "Dr. Moss and Angel, I presume," the nurse said softly. "Tammie is stable now. The doctors have identified the cause of her illness. It's strep. She more than likely caught it from her daughter and we’re treating it accordingly. Her body is exhausted. The best thing for her to do is rest. We expect her to make a full recovery."

      Relief washed over me like a tidal wave. Angel wiped her eyes beside me and I felt a tinge in my heart. I realized Tammie meant something more to me than a colleague. We thanked the nurse profusely for the update and I took a moment to collect myself. Gratitude filled my heart, knowing that Tammie was in good hands and on the path to recovery.

      "Angel, see, I told you we had nothing to worry about" I assured Angel and myself.

      "True, except for your driving. I’ll be catching a cab home. You didn't even put the car in park, Carl. We could be in a bed right beside her," she laughed nervously.

      Angel and I made our way to Tammie's hospital room. When we entered, we saw our friend lying peacefully in her bed, connected by all types of machines. She was surrounded by the soft glow of early sunlight streaming through the window. We didn't realize how many hours had passed since our arrival. Tammie's face brightened with a weak smile when she saw us standing in her doorway.

      As I approached Tammie's bedside, I tripped on one of the wires and hit my head on the side of the desk. Blood streamed down my face as I wiped it with the back of my hand. “I'm good,” I smiled.

      Angel moved my hand back to take a look. "No, you aren't! Nurse, we need a doctor. My friend just hurt himself."

      In a few moments, the nurse brought me papers to sign and strapped a wristband on me. Soon, I was sitting in a bed right beside Tammie.

      "You just had to get the attention away from me, didn't you, Carl?” She lightly laughed.

      The doctor came in and looked at my gash. After washing it out, he then gave me ten stitches. “Seems like you and your girlfriend are both getting treated at the same time” he laughed.

      "GIRLFRIEND?" Tammie slowly sat up and looked at me. "He is not my boyfriend, we just work together."

      "Exactly!" I chimed in. “We are only colleagues, nothing more.”

      Angel shook her head and I stared back at her with a stern look. I crossed my arms and turned away from Tammie.

      "Yeah, you guys don't have feelings for each other, at all. You both are both too stubborn to admit it,” she laughed. “Girl, I'm tired. I'm going to call a cab and crash. We open in four hours. I love you, Tammie."

      "I love you too, Angel," Tammie replied weakly, laying back down.

      “I’ll see you at work later on today, Dr. Moss.” She waved at us both before she left the room. The Doctor cut the final piece of wire for my stitches and used gauze and tape to cover up my face.

      “So, you're a doctor, are ya, Dr. Moss?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “I'm a veterinarian, and they both work with me.”

      “Well, you take care of this one. She's a strong woman.”

      “I promise, I will.” And I meant it. I took a long look at Tammie.

      “Doctor, are you ready to go? Tammie needs to rest.”

      I hopped off the side of the bed and walked over to her, grabbing her hand in mine. Her skin was soft and she wasn’t clammy. I was grateful. I gave her a gentle squeeze. “You take care of yourself and if you need anything, just let me know, okay?”

      Tammy nodded and closed her eyes. I watched as she peacefully dozed off. It had been quite a night, but it was all worth it, knowing she was alright.

      My face was throbbing but I had no choice but to drive home. I got into my damaged car and headed back to the motel slowly but safely. Laying across the bed, I covered my face with the pillow because the sun was glaring directly at me through the window.

      I needed sleep because I was going to be faced with the challenges of being the head vet for the first time and I knew it was going to be a trying day without Tammie at my side. It didn't take long before my body relaxed and I succumbed to sleep.

      The blaring of my alarm clock shot my heart into overdrive. Didn’t I just close my eyes? I groaned and got myself out of bed to go wash my face. The reflection in the mirror showed me the damage to my head. Yep, I was growing a horn and my eye was black. I could always tell everyone I was an MMA fighter so I could get some cool points. Somehow, me telling them I tripped over a wire and busted my head open didn't sound like the kind of vet I would trust my animal with.

      I looked at my cell phone and I already had several missed text messages from Angel. None of them made any sense. So, I called her. “What are you talking about and what are all these numbers?”

      “Oh! I'm sorry, Dr. Moss. These are the different kinds of animals that will be in the office and some that may call back for you to go out too. I sent you their case numbers. It's in the online directory, sir.”

      “Wait, so I need to look all of these up? Before I come in?”

      “Yes, sir, get ready. We have a long haul today according to the schedule,” she chuckled.

      We ended the call and I stretched again before making my way to the lobby to get in my car. It was time to show them who I was and introduce myself to the community. When I entered the clinic, I was instantly greeted by Angel who must've gotten plenty of sleep because she was chipper as always.

      The waiting room was already full of all kinds of animals from ducks, chickens, rabbits and a few dogs and cats. I straightened up my coat and called for my first patient. “Angel, send back the first client please.”

      I was the picture of professionalism despite what I came in looking like.

      My first client was a lady with a large duck. I looked over the file and notes. The duck was making a horrible coughing noise. The notes stated the duck named Mr. Quakers, may have eaten some kitty litter.

      Mind began spinning. What kind of duck would eat kitty litter and why would it be in the same house as a cat? The confusion on my face must have been obvious because the duck’s owner asked if I was ok.

      “Yes, of course,” I reassured her and cleared my throat.

      The duck coughed and wheezed. When I approached it on the table, it began flapping its wings in distress, shedding a few feathers in the air.

      “Ma’am, secure your animal!”

      She looked at me with shock at my tone of voice. She couldn't believe I would speak to her in that way and I couldn’t believe she would let her duck eat kitty litter.
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      CARL

      I had never had to treat a duck with an obvious kitty litter addiction. The duck continued hacking and flapping like a wild creature instead of a pet. When it broke free of her grip, she lost complete control of it and it began flapping around the room, knocking down everything within the vicinity. It jumped on the medical table and knocked all of my tools off with a loud clatter.

      “Okay, that's it, duck,” I gritted out. I rummaged through the cabinets and found the syringe and filled it with ACP which was a powerful sedative. I needed something to calm it down before it caused any more havoc. “Ma'am, please hold the duck steady.”

      She grabbed the duck, short of tackling it, and held it still. Just as I was set to stick the needle in, the duck slapped me across the head at my stitches making me dizzy. It began flapping again and I inadvertently stuck myself in the arm.

      “Crap! Angel! Angel, please get in here quickly. I injected myself with ACP because this lady can't handle her animal,” I moaned.

      Angel quickly came into the room with a hand on her hip. “Sir, Ms. Tammie never had an issue cleaning out kitty litter from his throat.”

      “I suggest you take him to rehab,” I gritted out, trying to control my temper at her snark. “He obviously has an addiction problem. It's not normal for ducks to eat kitty litter!”

      “Well, I never!” huffed the duck’s owner. “I won't be back until Tammie comes back!” She grabbed her duck around the waist and carried him out of the room as if the little menace didn’t just try to kill me.

      Angel began fanning me while I staggered around until I found a chair. She asked what she could do but the room was already beginning to spin.

      I woke up in a hospital bed, laying next to Tammie’s who was smacking on breakfast.

      “Missed me so much, you had to come see me by a valet, huh?” she said, chewing with her mouth open.

      A valet? I opened my other eye to see Angel shaking her head. My head throbbed while the Doctor laughed in the corner of the room.

      “Sir, you may want to rethink your profession,” he suggested with a grin. “Just how much ACP did you inject yourself with? You’ve been out for 4 hours.”

      The recommended dosage for a medium sized dog.

      “Well, you must've been tired or you didn’t measure it out well because when you got here, your tongue was hanging out of your mouth and you were snoring,” the doctor snickered.

      “I took some pictures. You want to see?” Angel said with a grin, adding to my bruised ego.

      “No, I don't want to see. Please delete those immediately. Ouch,” I groaned, rubbing my head. The sight of injury was bigger than before.

      “So, Angel tells me you met Mr. Quackers. Choking on kitty litter again, huh? That lady will never learn.” Tammie calmly kept eating her food beside me.

      “That duck needs therapy. It assaulted me,” I accused before looking toward the doctor in the room. “Why is my head more swollen, Doctor?”

      “He busted your stitches open, but it's okay, I fixed them. You may have a slight concussion from hitting your head after you blacked out. I’d say wear a helmet next time, doctor.” He patted me on the leg before he left.

      My eyes slowly turned toward Angel. “You let me fall and hit my head on the floor?” I asked, astonished.

      “Dr. Moss I was calling 9-1-1 when you sort of fell over. You were kind of slobbering so I took a picture of you because it was funny but then the ambulance came and got you and now you are here with Tammie.” She nodded with a grin.

      “Are you sure you graduated from USC? Because you’ve been knocked out by a duck and you sedated yourself,” Tammie chuckled under the guise of a cough.

      “I'm gonna have to hurry up and get back there before the clients revolt.” Angel quickly left us alone.

      “Well, I'm so happy my misfortune could make you happy,” I sneered but then softened my tone. “How are you really?”

      “The doctor said I needed more rest and in a few more days, I’ll be as good as new. But I'm gonna ask to get out a day early because I don't know if you can afford any more hospital bills,” she giggled with a smile.

      “You got me,” I laughed back. This was definitely not what I was expecting when I took this job as a veterinarian. A rogue kitty-litter-addicted-killer ducks were not part of the plan. But being with Tammie in the hospital two days in a row won me over, as well as her warm smile and laughter.

      I think I was starting to fall for her.

      I wouldn't tell her that until I was in the proper position to ask someone as beautiful as her out on a date. I also needed to get a house. I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t fail and I planned on keeping that promise to myself—despite my throbbing head at the moment.

      It was the second day here at the vet’s office without Tammie who had finally been let out of the hospital and was at home resting.

      We received an urgent call from the owner of a stallion who reached out to us for help. Angel took the call and informed me there was a serious complication with the horse. I made a promise to myself I wouldn't call Tammie and it became apparent that I could handle this alone. Without hesitation, I rushed to my car and put his address in.

      That was when the heavens decided to open up with a giant downpour. I turned on my windshield wiper blades and followed the GPS to the owner’s location. It told me to turn onto a red dirt road and I was fine at first until my car began to fishtail. It made a complete stop while my tires began spinning in one place, digging further into the mud.

      This is freaking great! I slammed my fist angrily into my horn without thinking, causing my airbag to deploy and hit me directly on my already severely compromised face. My head, which had finally stopped hurting, was now throbbing once more. I got out of my car straight into the downpour of rain. I put my car in neutral, got out and attempted to push the car but my shoes slipped, landing me face first into the mud.

      I laid there for a minute before getting to my feet. I was soaked and covered in mud. I promised I wasn't going to do this but I had no choice. I picked up my cell phone and called Tammie.

      “I know you aren't feeling the best but I was headed to Mr. Adams’ home and my car got stuck and my airbag deployed,” I rambled. “My head is throbbing and I'm covered in mud. Do you know of any wrecker services that can help me?”

      Without missing a beat and with a hint of a smirk in her voice, she answered. “Yes, Carl I do: me. Just get out of the rain and wait for me, I'm on my way.”

      I couldn't argue with her. I had expended all of my resources, my face hurt from the darn airbag, my car was sunk in mud, so was I—I just needed a break.

      It didn't take long before I could hear the bellowing of her  coming up the road. She drove straight through the mud with no problem. She hopped out of her vehicle and went to the back of my car, hooked up under my car getting covered in mud herself.

      A new emotion coursed through me. She was still recovering from strep and here she was trying to save me. I really didn't deserve her.

      She walked back to her  and pulled out a remote to her winch and it slowly but surely pulled my car back out of the mud and to safety.

      "Just leave your car here,” she told me over the downpour. “Get in my , his house isn't that far from here. You can ride up the road with me in my . His horse's stable is right there on the right. Climb in and hurry up, we are already soaked.”

      Lightning and thunder lit up and rumbled.

      "This is just great. What's next? Being attacked by seagulls? Maybe a moose?" I was being dramatic but after everything that happened, I thought I deserved it.

      "Mr. California, we don't have any of those kinds of animals around here. Now, bears and wolves we do have." She laughed. I turned to look at her and noticed her face still looked a little pale. She wasn't fully recovered but she came to my rescue.

      She was a special woman.

      "Sweet baby jeebus, you guys have bears out here? Can we please just get to the horse?” I said nervously. “I just had to come to the south. It'll be quiet and easy, they said. Meanwhile, these animals are possessed and can eat you!”
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      TAMMIE

      He looked so pitiful, covered in all that mud. I worried about the state of his head, though. He was shivering in the seat and I would turn on the heat, but if I did my truck would start to overheat. We made it safely to Mr. Adam’s stables and were greeted by Mr. Adams when we exited my . He pointed his finger toward the stable, ready to lend us a hand.

      When we approached the horse in question in an isolated location of the stable, we noticed the animal was agitated and restless. I took the lead cautiously, stepping closer, trying to assess the situation. Carl followed close behind, carrying his medical bag.

      In the midst of our concentration, I happened to glance over at Carl who fumbled and slipped directly in the mud. In his attempt to lift his foot up from the slip, he stepped directly into a giant pile of horse dung. His leg was swallowed by the manure and I bursted out with laughter while he fought to free his leg from its smelly trap. He struggled for a moment as I bent over and laughed harder until he pulled his foot with all of his might and his shoe came off.

      “And this is why you need boots," I chuckled, wiping my tears.

      "Screw it! I am not dealing with this anymore, let's go!" He followed us with one shoe on and a sock soaked in mud and horse manure.

      Before I could answer, Carl held his finger up right as Mr. Adams called to us to warn us that the horse was showing signs of aggression. I grabbed Carl's arm, jerking him away from the horse's powerful back kick. Carl went right back to looking down and making disgusted noises like he was about to hurl despite having  saved him from a dangerous situation. Carl’s face showed a mix of both relief and embarrassment.

      He stood there in one loafer, covered in rain and mud; the other foot was only covered in manure soaked sock. He was adorable. I tried to hide my grin but failed. Despite this mess, Carl was focused. He knew that the horse's well-being was our top priority and I admired him for it.

      Our determination to carry on was appreciated by Mr.Adams who gave us a smile.

      Together, Carl and I carefully examined the horse, trying to identify the source of its distress. We took our time when Carl found the issue. The poor horse had stepped directly onto a nail, which was now embedded deep into his foot. He nodded at me and Mr. Adams while we grabbed the horse's reins and held it still. Carl grabbed his forceps and efficiently pulled the nail out. The horse's distress disappeared when Carl gave him an antibiotic and painkiller shot.

      We stayed there under the barn to keep an eye on the horse in case there were any adverse reactions or side effects. Mr. Adams went inside and made us some coffee in thanks, which warmed us up. He shook Carl’s hand who acted like it was just another day on the job.

      After a few hours, the horse's condition gradually improved and the rain, at last, had stopped. We bid farewell to Mr. Adams and climbed back into my . I kept glancing at the funny sight seated next to me. He had done well out there, maybe he wasn't all talk and had some skill after all. I mean, in the end, the horse's health was restored and the owner had expressed his gratitude to Carl and I for our unwavering support for his beloved animals.

      Even though Carl and I were covered in mud, I couldn't help but smile. We made it up the road and back to Carl's car which was now submerging into the wet earth.

      “Thank you, Tammie, for everything.” I flashed a small smile when Carl leaned over to give me a hug. A new kind of warmth seeped through me upon contact. "I'm so happy you’re better. I couldn't have done this without you."

      Our hug was tight and lingered longer than it should. When he slowly pulled away, our eyes locked and he surprised me by leaning in for a kiss. As if with a mind of its own, my body responded and I began to lean in toward him as well. My heart raced with anticipation when our lips finally touched. His warm palm found the side of my face while mine held onto his wet shirt. Our mouths frantically explored one another until the sound of a horn blowing behind us startled us out of our stolen moment. Carl jumped straight into the roof of my , hitting his head. We were blocking traffic. Carl held his head and exited my  with a slight wave.

      I couldn't believe that just happened. We just kissed. Squeee! It was amazing. Man, can that guy lay a kiss on a woman. I was lucky to be sitting down because I was feeling faint after his lips touched mine. What did this mean for our relationship? Are we going steady? Or was this just a kiss? I don't know how the Californians feel about kissing but down here, a kiss like that means we weren’t just friends anymore.

      I had to play it safe, though, and let him make the next move because right now, all I wanted to do was chase him down, slap him on the head with a club and drag him back to my cave. But that would be barbaric of me. I giggled to myself while I watched him back out of the road and onto the highway. Slowly, I followed behind him.

      Just as I was basking in the glow of my happiness on the way home after making sure Carl’s car was going to make it, I noticed a familiar face sitting on my porch. No, not today! Not today. I shook my head as I pulled into the driveway and walked up to the man who was sitting on my porch.

      It was my ex, Ryan, Heather's father. My heart skipped a beat as a mix of emotions flooded me. He had abandoned us and hadn't been seen since Heather was two. The wounds and anger from our past made my hand ball into fists. I wanted to kill him. "Why are you here? Tell me, now! You abandoned us. You left us with zero support and I was left with a baby who didn't understand how her father could just leave."

      I had to calm myself. I took a deep breath, reminding myself that this was still Heather's father. I relived the moment he vanished from our lives over and over again throughout the years. I was surprised, confused, and above all, simmering in pure rage. How could he have the audacity to show up after all this time, expecting to be a part of our lives again? The pain and resentment I had buried deep within myself resurfaced, threatening to consume me.

      “I know you're angry, Tammie, but I've changed. I just want to see my daughter and take you both to the fair.” He bent down one of his knees and began to sob.

      “I was sick. I had an addiction and I needed to get away and get better,” he explained.

      What he refused to acknowledge was the fact that the drugs controlled him. Had he changed?

      “Now, all I need is a chance, one chance to prove that I'm not the same man that left you,” he pleaded. “And why are you so muddy? What exactly do you do to support our daughter?”

      “More than you have.” Who did he think he was, asking me something like that? “How dare you come here and ask me how our daughter is supported when you haven't paid one dime to make sure she was okay. And you show up here with a sob story and expect everything to be fine?” I had almost made it to the door when my emotions took over and I was standing there, having a full blown conversation from a distance away. I stomped my foot to release some of my aggravation before walking over to him, waiting for him to say something back.

      I fought back hot tears while I took a moment to gather myself. “Heather doesn't know you but she knows about you.” I took a deep breath, wondering why I was giving him a chance at all and if I was making the biggest mistake. “I’ll allow you to speak to her because no matter how angry I am at you, she deserves the chance to get to know you.” I walked up the rest of the steps to my porch and opened the door. When he tried to follow me, I slammed it in his face. “We will be out in a moment.” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Sweetheart, mommy’s home.” Her joyful footsteps could be heard running through the house. It instantly released some of the stress Ryan caused. All I needed was her smile.

      “Mommy, mommy!” she giggled, running into my arms. My mother followed behind her.

      “Mom,” I let out a sigh. “Ryan is out there and wants to see Heather.”

      “Well, you tell that deadbeat—”

      “Mom, no,” I cut her off before she could say anymore in front of little ears. I looked at my little girl. “Heather, your Father came to see you. You know, the man in the picture I showed you?”

      “Yes, mommy.” She nodded and I wondered how I could be so blessed with such a smart little girl. “He's out there right now?”

      “Yes, baby. Would you like to see him?”

      Heather nodded and I grabbed her hand and we made our way outside together. Ryan covered his mouth when he saw her. She quickly hid behind me, hiding from the man she never knew.

      He took a step closer and kneeled down. “Hey, sweetheart. I'm your dad and I was hoping you would let me take you to the fair. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      “I know it's weird seeing me, but I promise I will be around a lot more. Tammie, if it's okay with you, I’ll come by tomorrow around this time and we can go together?”

      He sounded nothing like the man I knew. Where did he learn these manners that we needed when we were still together? Maybe I was wrong about him. Maybe he had changed.

      “That's fine, Ryan.” I answered him, trying to hold in my emotions. If he had truly changed, Heather deserved a father—her father.

      “Well, tomorrow it is,” he said with a voice full of excitement. “Tammie, you know I never stopped lov—

      I cut him off before he could finish his sentence. “You can see your daughter and that's it,” I snapped. “You and I are through. There are zero chances with me. I will see you tomorrow, and don't let your daughter down.”

      I closed the door behind me with an emphatic thud while we walked into our home. Heather ran to my mother to tell her all about the fair. I listened to her excited chatter as I stood there, with the door to my back, placing my head against the wood.

      After all that happened today, how could it end like this?
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      CARL

      Did that really just happen? Not the whole losing my shoe in horse crap and being soaked or getting my car stuck. My mind couldn’t shake the kiss I shared with Tammie. It was everything I dreamed it would be.

      I finally exited my car after sitting for a moment, daydreaming. I mentally relived the kiss again and again until I made my way into the lobby. The possum gave me a dirty look as my sock and remaining shoe squished with each step. Too lost in my thoughts of Tammie, I made my way up the stairs and into my room. I stripped at the door and walked straight into a shower to wash the stench off me. She had to have felt the same. The warm water and body wash cleansed away the filth from the day. After drying off and climbing onto my bed, I made myself comfortable and held my cell phone in hand, trying not to text her. Tammie was independent and strong. She gave me butterflies that started at the pit of my stomach and worked its way up to my heart causing it to flutter. She was also as stubborn as an ox because she called me out on absolutely everything. She was truly a special soul.

      Using all my years of medical training, I finally worked up the courage to text her.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Hey

      

      

      

      

      

      I impatiently waited for her reply which didn’t come fast enough for my liking, so I sent a more exquisite text.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: How have you been doing?

      

      

      

      

      

      When that text fell on deaf ears, I sent my final attempt to get her to talk to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: So… about that kiss. It was pretty amazing, wasn't it?

      

      

      

      

      

      My phone began ringing. It was her! I let it ring a few more times so she didn't assume I was waiting on her even if I was.

      I picked up and before I could speak, her voice floated through the speaker. “Why are you texting me? What are we seventeen? If you wanted to talk, all you had to do was call me. I mean, really? are you that dense? You aren't a child. Start acting your age, not your shoe size,” She snapped

      I took offense to the statement and instantly snapped back. “If you saw me texting, why not just tell me to call you? How hard is it to text that?”

      “Well, first of all, my daughter had my phone and was playing a game, and she brought it to me because a guy drooling kept popping up on the screen.” Her angry facade disappeared and she giggled hysterically.

      “Wait, what? You do not have that picture of me being passed out from Angel for my contact bio, do you?” I guffawed.

      “Of course, I do. It's hilarious.” My heart dropped. She thought I was a joke. She instantly confirmed my suspicions. “ You are so cute when you don't know what's going on. But seriously, my daughter's father showed up at my doorstep today, and honestly, I'm dealing with a lot of emotions. Can we please talk tomorrow?”

      “Of course,” I answered calmly while my mind began to race. Maybe this was her way of letting me go. Her ex had come back into her life and I can’t stand in the way of that. They have a kid together. “Sure, no problem. Talk to you tomorrow. Just call when you can since we are closed.”

      I pretended to still be in a good mood when my heart had been absolutely crushed by the end of the call.  The moon cast its gentle glow through the window and I found myself tossing and turning in bed, unable to find solace in sleep. Fear gripped my heart, tightening its hold with each passing moment. The source of my distress was none other than the woman I had grown to love and lose.

      Tammie was not only my assistant and close dear friend, but we’ve grown beyond that over the time we worked together. The thought that our first kiss could be our last left me shaken to the core. Her voice was unsure of a future during our last conversation over the phone. I was unsure if we would be anything other than colleagues.

      The weight of the impending loss bore down on me, drowning me in a whirlwind of worry and despair. How could I be so broken over something that was never truly mine?

      I couldn't bear the thought of a life without Tammie by my side. She had been my confidante, my comfort, and my constant source of joy through the hardships of my first weeks being a full time vet. Her playful antics and unwavering loyalty along with her snappy comebacks brought light to my life even in the darkest of days. Losing the possibility of what could have been would leave an irreplaceable void in the depths of my heart.

      As the night wore on, I found myself lost in a sea of memories. I recalled the day we first met, how her snappy tone and black framed glasses hid the beautiful blue eyes under them. I would never forget the time we had spent or the kiss we had shared. But I needed to accept whatever she decided, even if it meant us only being friends. I would rather have some of her than none at all.

      But now, the uncertainty of her possibly leaving me for good loomed over me like a storm cloud. I couldn't help but question whether I had done enough, whether I had cherished every moment to the fullest. Regret washed over me like crashing waves.

      In the midst of my anguish, I realized that I couldn't let fear consume me. Tammie deserved to be happy whether that was with me or her own little family. Her daughter deserved a father, so I would give her unwavering support during this difficult time. I needed to be there for her, to provide comfort and reassurance, even if my own heart was breaking. I would be the friend she deserved and would try to hide my feelings for her.

      I gave up on sleeping and got myself dressed. I walked down into the lobby, out to the parking lot, got in my car and drove. I had no idea where I was going but I just couldn't sit there and let my mind play tricks on me. I saw a sign that said boat landing and I took the exit. I drove for a few miles before pulling up into a parking lot. I exited my car and walked over to the river and watched as the water moved.

      My mind struggled to come to grips with the idea that maybe my parents were right. I was a giant disappointment.

      They were both doctors and I had chosen to treat animals. All my life, I tried to please them, to make them happy. The one time I tried to be different and make my own way, I ended up like this, in a town no one had heard of, in love with someone who would possibly never love me back with sadistic demon animals who always tried to kill me.

      I placed my head into both of my hands and began to sob. This couldn't be the way life was meant to be. I knew what I wanted and I wasn't going to let it pass me by. I had to tell Tammie how I felt.

      I darted back to my car and headed to Tammie's house. I drove my car swiftly while wiping my eyes. After about thirty minutes, I made it outside of her house. I sat there with my cellphone in my shaking hands, dialing her number. I waited on her to answer with nervous anticipation.

      Her quavering voice answered groggily and guilt hit me. “Hello?”

      “Hey Tammie it's me Carl,” I told her with a shaky voice. I was surprised I could get any words out but I had to keep going before my cowardice overtook me. “I know you said you wanted to talk tomorrow but is there any way you can come down and talk to me? I'm in front of your house.”

      “How are you in front of my house? Have you been drinking? What's wrong?” She frantically asked with concern lacing her voice.

      “No, no. I just need to talk to you, is all,” I reassured her. Good job, idiot. “I promise it won’t take long, if you have a few minutes.”

      My hands continued to shake and my heart hammered inside of my chest. I couldn't believe I was about to tell her how I felt, but it was the only way I would have peace.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    




      CARL

      “Sure,” she answered with uncertainty before it changed to resolve. “Let me put on my house coat. I'll be right down.”

      It didn't take long before her front door creaked open and she walked out to get into my car. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a bun while she yawned and stretched her arms.

      “Carl what's wrong?”

      I grabbed her face with both hands and kissed her. After her initial surprise, she kissed me back and it felt like I began floating. I wrapped my arms around her and embraced her tightly.

      She pushed me away with panting breaths. “Carl, we need to slow down a bit.

      You know I'm a mom and I don't know what you are looking for, but I can't be anything to you unless you can accept both of us.”

      “Tammie, I understand that. What I feel is unlike anything I've ever felt. I would cross a river for you,” I admitted. “The moment I heard your voice, I knew you were it for me. Just give me a chance to show you how I feel and that it's real.”

      I grabbed her hand and held it tightly to show her I was serious. She squeezed it back.

      “We will see, okay, Carl? I do have feelings for you but I have so many things I have to make sure are done before I bring someone into Heather’s life. She’s my reason for living.”

      “And I can't wait to meet her, Tammie. I bet she's beautiful like her mother,” I said with a grin.

      “Well, maybe after this fair trip with her father you two can finally meet and we’ll see where it goes from there? I can't make any promises.”

      I nodded when she leaned in and wrapped her arms around my neck before planting a chaste kiss on my cheek. I watched her as she left the car, walked up the stairs and into the house. I drove off with excitement. She did have feelings for me. I made my way back to my motel with a new sense of hope and laid across my bed and fell asleep.
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TAMMIE

      I thought about Carl and all that had transpired the day before. He really did have feelings for me and I forced myself to suppress my feelings for him… but I knew they were there.

      The sound of my daughter's knocking could be heard before the sun even rose, scaring the crap out of me, causing me to fall backward off the bed and hitting my head on the floor. I laid listening to her excitement over the pain in my head

      “Mommy, Mommy! Today we are going to the fair, are you dressed yet?”

      “Not yet, honey,” I grimaced, sitting myself up. “Let me get a shower and get dressed and I’ll be out to help you find some nice clothes so you can play and take lots of pictures, okay.”

      “Okay, mommy. Hurry up!” she excitedly bounced on her feet. “He could be here any minute!”

      First, I needed to figure out how to get up off this floor, then I had to fight the fear in my heart that he would let her down, like he had with me so many times. He wasn't the kind of man to put your trust in but maybe he had changed. I had to give him the benefit of the doubt for his daughter's sake.

      After getting her dressed, I dressed myself and we waited for her father’s arrival.

      The sun began to set, casting a warm golden glow over the neighborhood. Heather sat on the steps outside our house, her eyes brimmed with anticipation. She clutched a handmade card in her tiny hands—a token of her love and excitement for her father's visit.

      Heather's excitement slowly transformed into worry. She diligently watched the street, waiting for any signs of him but none came. As the evening wore on, Heather's hope began to fade. Tears welled up in her eyes, and a heavy sadness settled in her heart. She couldn't understand why her father hadn't come, why he had broken his promise once again.

      I did, but how did one explain it to a child who’s never gone through it? She didn’t deserve to go through it at all.

      With a heavy heart and a bit of my own self guilt for trusting him, I rushed to her side and held her in my arms. I whispered comforting words into her ear, reminding her that she was more than enough despite her father when a familiar car pulled up in front of our house.

      I choked back a sob and let out a stuttering breath. Carl got out and walked over to us.

      “So you must be Heather,” he said with a gentle smile, extending his hand toward her. The same hand that cradled my face the night before.

      Heather wiped her eyes then took his hand in her little one.

      “Your mom didn't tell me the truth about you,” he winked. “You’re much prettier than she told me.”

      Heather giggled, wiping her snot onto her sleeve and my heart warmed.

      “Why are you here, Carl?” I whispered, my emotions running high from the disappointment my daughter was feeling and anger that was consuming me because he had hurt my baby.

      “Well, I was in the neighborhood,” he said with feigned innocence. “I saw you two sitting here on the sidewalk and figured hey, why not take those two beautiful ladies to the fair.”

      The feelings I had for this man and suppressed overflowed. I tried my best to keep my cool and wasn’t sure if I was doing a good job.

      “Really?” Heather squealed, her tears replaced by renewed hope. “You are gonna take us to the fair? My mommy said my dad was supposed to take me but he didn't show up.” Her lip trembled as she tried her best to stop herself from crying again.

      My brave little girl.

      “Well, little lady, your dad sent me to take you because he wanted me to get a chance to know you.” Carl’s reply was smooth as if he anticipated it and practiced the answer. When he threw a wink my way, my face flushed.

      “Okay.” When Carl extended his hand to her, Heather easily took it as if it was natural.

      “Hey, Tammie, maybe we need to go before all of the funnel cakes are gone.

      Am I right?” he teased. My own mood lightened.

      “Yay!” Heather giggled uncontrollably when he picked her up and strapped her in the car. I climbed into the front seat and grabbed his hand, looking into his eyes.

      “Don't think for a moment that this means we are going steady,” I told him with a smile.

      “Oh, not at all, ma'am.” He really shouldn’t be that cute when he smiles. “Just a trip to the fair and maybe… we can do this every week for the rest of our lives.”

      “I would like that,” Heather piped up from the back.

      “Oh, you would, would you?” Carl chuckled.

      "Mommy, are you okay with that?” Heat crept down my chest when the address left his lips. He looked at me with confident seriousness despite his wry smile. “I think Heather is.”

      I silently nodded while he drove us all to the fair.
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      It had been a year since that fateful day.

      I slowly waddled my way outside, my hand on my large stomach, to find that my  had been stolen.

      “Carl!” I whined. “Come quick, someone stole my !”

      Carl runs out to the front of the clinic, then back inside to grab his phone and report the theft to the police. I stood outside, ugly sobbing as minutes passed by. My heart was broken. I have had that  since high school. How could some monster do this?

      The sound of a loud truck could be heard in the distance, stealing my attention.

      It sounded a little like my  but different. When it got closer, there was a giant, brand new, lifted 4x4  with a brush guard and lightbar, complete with mud tires. It pulled up right in front of me. The windows were tinted so I couldn't see who was driving. When the door swung open, Angel leaped out of it dressed in a light blue dress, grinning ear to ear.

      “Wait, when did you get this ? It's beautiful!” I squealed with envy, wiping my eyes from my ugly cry earlier.  The back door opened and Heather jumped out dressed in a white dress. I blinked a few times, wondering what was going on.

      “I know Carl did not get rid of my !” The birds scattered from the trees from my holler. “You come out of the shop, right now!”

      When he emerged from the clinic, I turned, fuming, to find him dressed in a black suit and tie.

      “And why are all of you dressed up like this?” I asked angrily, while still wondering what the heck was going on.

      Carl carried a dress bag draped across his arm. He stood there chuckling at my current state of distress. “Can you stop being the boss for a minute? I mean, I know we’re partners but you are becoming quite the nuisance. They’re waiting for us at the church. We have to go! Do I need to drive your  or do you want to drive it?”

      Then it hit me. The  was mine.

      “Oh, heck no! I’ve seen the way you drive,” I laughed, elated over my new . “Now, why are we going to the church?”

      “To get married, of course!”

      I sputtered and fully turned toward him with my mouth hung open.

      “Now, let's go! Everyone is waiting.” That was when the Sheriff pulled behind the .

      That idiot Carl really called the police. I slapped my forehead.

      “I’m here about the reported stolen vehicle,” he stated professionally, pulling up his pants as he got out of his car.

      “No, Sheriff Andrews,” I said with my hands held up, palms out. “My fiancé thought it would be a funny joke. He bought me a new ,” I told him excitedly.

      “That's sweet,” he said with a smile, tipping his hat. “You two have a great day.” He jumped back into his patrol car and drove off with a friendly wave.

      Mrs. Phylicia walked up to the door and looked inside with her duck Mr. Quackers. “Are y’all open today?”

      I looked over at Carl and he looked back at me, both of us reading each other’s minds.

      “Go! Now!” We all hurried into the new , laughing hysterically, pretending like we did not see her at the door talking to us. When the duck began to cough up kitty litter and flap its wings, I pressed the accelerator and headed toward the church so we could start our new life together.
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        Follow the romantic escapades of the town's endearing residents as they navigate the ups and downs of love. Quirky characters, laugh-out-loud humor, and passionate happily-ever-afters await in this feel-good contemporary romance series.

      

        

      
        Watch sparks fly between unlikely pairs who discover that sometimes, opposites really do attract. Journey from antagonistic beginnings to funny first dates, and finally to breathless proposals and wedded bliss.

      

        

      
        With its blend of hijinks, heat, and heart, the Wildview Falls Romances inject all the fun of beloved romcom movies into book form. Fall in love with its independent heroines and charming heroes as they stumble into unexpected love.

      

        

      
        Wildview Falls Romances deliver escapist fun ideal for fans of laugh-out-loud romantic comedies.
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