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            Wrong Place, Right Time

          

        

      

    

    
      Spending Labor Day weekend with my picture-perfect family sans date?

      Over my dead body.

      I'm Genevieve Thompson—call me Veve—and I'm determined to speed date my way through the the rest of summer to find Mr. Right. Even if it kills me.

      I'm begging friends for blind dates and meeting every disaster-in-the-making at the Iron Horse Bar. But between bad pickup lines and worse first kisses, my gaze keeps landing on bartender Blaze Morgan. With dreamy eyes, tattoos, and a t-shirt so tight it should be illegal, he's temptation personified. But I can't fall for Coeur d’Alene’s resident bad boy...can I?

      Blaze insists my dating antics are desperate. Says a girl like me is too good for these fools. His smirks drive me crazy...almost as much as his chiseled jawline. But I can't mix business with pleasure. I need to focus on real prospects so I can stroll into that barbecue with the perfect fake boyfriend.

      Yet as one date after another goes wrong, I start needing Blaze in other ways. We share steamy banter and surprisingly personal chats. When I seek his advice about my dating disasters, our bond deepens. But are we both afraid to admit we're perfect for each other?

      With Labor Day looming, I'm running out of time. I need to overcome my blind date blunders and see what's been right in front of me all along at the Iron Horse Bar. But can I ever be vulnerable enough to let Blaze past my defenses? This could be my chance at real love if I don't ruin everything...
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      GENEVIEVE

      “I really don’t think Mr. Pinkston is confused about who he really is, Mr. Nelson.” I bite the inside of my cheek because the only one I really think is confused in that exam room is the large bird’s owner. The scent of disinfectant lingers in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of bird feathers leaving an odd dichotomy for the senses.

      The older man splutters, his voice tinged with frustration. “It’s not that he doesn’t know his name, Doc. It’s that he thinks he’s a cat one day and a dog the next. I just don’t know what to do or who I’m going to wake up to every morning.”

      His consternation couldn’t be more evident, and I don’t want to add any more stress to the man’s shoulders. The room feels stifling, the air heavy with tension. It’s my job to calm things down and comfort the owners while helping the animals, but some days I question my role.

      Some days it feels more like I’m a psychiatrist for humans and the pets are just there for show.

      Turning back to the healthy and obviously well-fed red and blue parrot sitting on the stand, I cock my head to the side and consider the situation. The bright colors of the bird's feathers catch my eye, and I wonder if they feel as soft as they look.

      How did one offer counseling to an exotic bird in the wilds of north Idaho? The thought brings a mix of curiosity and frustration. Maybe he’s just confused, and I can talk him out of being confused.

      Does logic work on a bird?

      After a drawn-out moment, I sigh. “Mr. Pinkston, can you speak?” I glance at Mr. Nelson unsure what it is he says to even make the parrot, well, parrot.

      The bird's silence is deafening, making the room feel even more hushed and expectant. The distant chirping of birds outside provides a stark contrast. The intelligent gaze doesn’t give anything away as the bird continues watching me.

      I look at Mr. Nelson again, imploring him with my eyes to say or do something to get the bird to speak or I’m not going to be able to help.

      “Mr. Pinkston, how is your day?” Mr. Nelson’s voice is gentle, but it echoes slightly in the room, adding to the unease. I can almost taste the anxiety in the air, sharp and metallic.

      As if a switch was flipped, Mr. Pinkston starts to bark with vocal fervor. The sound reverberates off the walls of the exam room, and I step back in slight alarm. The sharp, piercing bark assaults my ears, making my heart race.

      Mr. Nelson sighs, his exhalation heavy and laden with disappointment. “Today he’s a dog apparently.” The disappointment hangs in the air, tangible and suffocating.

      I lick my lips, narrowing my eyes as I study the bird, ignoring the noises he’s making.

      Moving carefully closer to the now animated bird, I slowly move my hand out, setting it on the edge of the stand as I watch for his reaction. The cool metal of the stand presses against my palm, and there’s a faint vibration from the bird's movements.

      His gaze doesn’t move with me, his eyes fixed on an invisible point in the distance.

      There’s no sign of molting or other signs of stress. I murmur, “It’s okay, Mr. Pinkston.” The words feel almost soothing in my mouth, a touch of reassurance that I hope he can sense.

      The bird quiets and cocks his head, his eyes not moving. He hadn’t been watching me when I thought he had. He was listening. The room seems to hold its breath, every tiny sound amplified. The faint hum of the fluorescent lights becomes more pronounced, almost throbbing in the background.

      “Mr. Nelson, do you still have Mrs. Blue and Violet?” I ask quietly over my shoulder. The man’s obsession with animals was one reason I could pay my office bills for the last couple years. I never questioned his concerns, and he happily paid my exorbitant vet fees.

      Mr. Pinkston rustles his tail feathers ever so slightly at our conversation.

      “Of course. Mrs. Blue still won’t stay off the couch and Violet doesn’t listen to a thing I say.” Mr. Nelson huffs. “Recently, Mrs. Blue has been particularly stressed out because of the construction going on out on the prairie just past the property edge. She doesn’t even like to go far from the house to use the bathroom.”

      I sigh and step back, nodding as if I understood what it was like to have construction in my backyard. “Okay, I think I know what’s going on. Mr. Pinkston can’t see – if he can see, it’s not well. See how I move my hand and he doesn’t respond but when I step forward and continue talking, he moves his head?” I step forward two and then step back two as I explain.

      Mr. Nelson watches and nods.

      “I think Mr. Pinkston is showing his stress about not being able to see by reacting the way he thinks he’s supposed to. He hears Mrs. Blue barking and he’s responding in kind. He might be replying like Violet because cats are vocal in a different way, but they only meow when they’re trying to get human attention. Cats don’t actually communicate through meowing.” I move over and wash my hands in the small stainless-steel basin. “Mr. Pinkston might also be trying to tell the other two that he can’t see and asking them what is going on.”

      Rushing to Mr. Pinkston’s side, Mr. Nelson gently strokes the bird’s back. “I had no idea. What do I do? Can we fix his eyes?”

      “Well, that really depends on how much you’re planning to spend. I’m not a specialist, so we would have to do all of the tests here and then send you out – probably toward Pullman where the school has access to more instruments, or we could try Missoula. Either way, you’re not going to be getting anything done in this area.” I turn around and approach my patient’s owner. “Mr. Nelson, I can make a more affordable suggestion, though. One, I have a feeling is going to be the ultimate answer anyway.”

      He nods and looks at me hopefully. “Anything. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      I thought that would be his answer. “Work to keep Mrs. Blue calmer. Take her for walks along the border of the property so she sees what’s going on and she isn’t stressed when she sees it continuing from inside. Keep Mrs. Blue and Violet calm and Mr. Pinkston can relax a little bit more. Also, don’t have Mr. Pinkston’s living space dark and shadowy. If he’s having issues with seeing, he’s going to need more light – not less. Birds are already nervous in the dark. Let’s not add to it, shall we?”

      He nods, obviously relieved.

      “I’ll have Sally help you out. Thanks for coming in. I think Mr. Pinkston is going to be just fine.” I smile and leave the room, glad to be finished with the appointment. I never know what to say when people all but demand I change an animal’s condition or personality. I’m just not going to work magic, even if I can help them get better physically.

      Animals are who they are, and I can’t change that. No veterinarian can.

      In my office, I make notes on the chart before stuffing it into Mr. Nelson’s thick folder and putting it in the filing cabinet under N. I don’t think I would recognize his first name if it flew in on Mr. Pinkston’s back.

      A few moments later, Sally waddles through the door to my office and sinks onto the seat across from my desk. Her hand presses to the full roundness of her more-than pregnant stomach and she sighs. “I don’t know how you deal with stuff like that. He was crying on his way to the car.”

      “Mr. Pinkston?” I narrow my eyes in confusion. I’m doing everything I can to not focus on her belly. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, Mr. Nelson.” She rolls her eyes. “He kept saying what a terrible owner he is. I don’t know what that means, but I know I wouldn’t want to live at his place.”

      “You just don’t like birds.” Which is surprising since she’s my office assistant and I’m an animal doctor and… well, birds are animals. I grin to lessen the sting in my words. I don’t understand fear of any kind of animal, but that doesn’t mean I need to be rude about it.

      She laughs and waves her hand through the air like sweeping the comment away. “Okay, enough about that. Isn’t tonight the first night you’re going to actually change your life?”

      “Change my life?” I grin. I know exactly what she’s referring to, but I kind of don’t want to jinx it.

      “Ooooh, you know what I mean, Veve. Come on. Who’s the first one on your list?” Sally subconsciously rubs at the lower round edge of her stomach, like she’s used to comforting herself. And why wouldn’t she be? She’s been pregnant for a while now.

      In fact, she’s due the next few weeks.

      I laugh and roll my eyes. “Okay, tonight it’s supposed to be Gary. Hold on, I’ll read you what Abby said about him.” I pull out my phone and notice the time. We only have another two hours to go and then I can go home and get ready for the first night of the challenge I’d set for myself.

      Pulling up the text thread on my phone where my favorite group chat is, I scroll until I find the conversation about my first blind date happening that night. I lift my face so Sally can hear what I’m saying and I’m not mumbling toward the phone. “Okay, here we go. I asked for dates and Alex said she had someone but not until later this week and then Abby jumped in and said she knew a guy who could tonight, then she said, ‘he’s really nice and not pushy at all.’”

      I glance at Sally and offer a half-shrug. “I think that’s good, right?”

      Sally narrows her eyes and juts her chin forward. “She sent a picture, right? Because that’s not enough description to get me to eat a donut and it’s not taking much to get me to eat anything these days.” She waves at her obvious stomach like it’s not the elephant in the room.

      At least, it’s the elephant in the room for me. I’m doing everything I can not to stare at it and not to ask if I can touch it.

      “You realize that after my ex-husband, anything looks better than him, right? Even no-details-Gary.” I ignore the stabbing pain behind my eye just the thought of my ex brings on.

      Sympathy softens Sally’s smile and in the next second her smile twists into a grimace and she’s gripping her stomach with both hands.  “Whew.”

      I lean forward in alarm. “Are you okay?”

      She gives me three tight nods, but then shakes her head. “I don’t know. These don’t feel like contractions. I’m worried there’s something wrong.”

      “Want to take an ultrasound?” I’m worried but want to help her feel better, plus I love doing the ultrasounds of her baby. We don’t do them often, but once in a while she wants to look at her baby and I pretend to need the practice.

      I don’t need the practice.

      I just want to see the baby in her stomach.

      She nods and I can’t help the little flutter of anticipation. Seeing my own baby would have been amazing. I would have done an ultrasound every day on my own stomach just to get a glimpse of the child I would soon have.

      “Come on. We’ll make sure everything’s okay. We have a quiet afternoon anyway.” I’m not sure what I was going to do when she took her maternity leave. I really want her to bring her baby back to the office with her, but how did I recommend that without sounding creepy.

      Bring your baby because I’ll never get one and I want to live vicariously through you? Yeah, not creepy at all.

      Some people had everything.

      Well, I might not have a large pregnant belly, but I had my first blind date of my challenge coming up. I’d have to be excited about that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tossing my keys onto the kitchen counter in my house, I kick off my shoes and head toward my bedroom to change. I’m not sure if I’m excited or not, but at least I’m moving forward with my plan.

      The quiet of the house unnerves me sometimes and this evening it’s no exception. Turning on my bedroom light, I wiggle my fingers at GP as he rustles around in the mound of newspaper shreds at the disturbance of the sudden light. “Hey, GP, anything new going on?”

      No, there was never anything new going on. Which is what I attribute the guinea pig’s long lifespan to. Guinea pigs are supposed to die after two years. That’s what I’d banked on when my perfect sister and her perfect son had asked me to watch his pet for him and then they’d never taken the animal back.

      I’ve been watching this guinea pig for almost eight years and the thing won’t die. As a vet I find it fascinating, but as a reluctant owner, I’m surprised and a little frustrated. I can’t do anything without having to find a sitter.

      Keeping his home clean and him fed and watered is the extent of what I can do for him. So, GP and I live with our expectations of each other and GP continues to outlive his expiration date.

      My phone buzzes in the bag still hanging from my shoulder.

      Pulling it out, I grin at the slew of texts that start coming in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Apple:

      

      
        Don’t wear anything too revealing. We don’t want him expecting anything on the first date.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex:

      

      
        Don’t order anything until you’ve been there a while. You don’t want to wait for food, if he’s nothing you’re looking for.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Knox:

      

      
        Order food. It might be the only thing that keeps the night from being a complete waste.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mandie:

      

      
        It won’t be a waste. It’s just the first night. Veve has 30 to go, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara:

      

      
        I still can’t believe you’re doing this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Abby:

      

      
        So glad I don’t have to.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        😜

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Apple:

      

      
        I don’t care how desperate I get, I’m not sure I could do 30 days of blind dates. You’re braver than me, Veve.

      

      

      

      

      

      As I read through the texts from my friends, a mix of anticipation and nerves flutter in my stomach.

      The thought of going on 30 blind dates in a row is daunting, but the desire to prove myself at the upcoming family gathering outweighs any reservations. I need to find someone who can temporarily fill the role of the perfect partner, even if it's just for show.

      I sit on the edge of my bed and consider what they’re saying.

      Honestly, taking on the challenge for myself isn’t because I’m brave. Courage has nothing to do with it.

      Nothing.

      I’m desperate.

      Apple nailed it. I’m desperate. I can’t show up to my family’s annual Labor Day party alone. I just can’t. I won’t.

      Some families focus on holiday parties like Christmas or Thanksgiving or even New Year’s. Not my family. We do a massive Labor Day weekend celebration because my dad likes to spend time on the lake and in the sun.

      Christmas is more laid back for us. In fact, I don’t think we exchange gifts every year. If we do, I don’t remember the last year we did.

      Labor Day is when I get the most stressed. And this year, I’ve decided I’m going to take someone home that will check all the boxes and make my sister look less-than-perfect. Even if it’s only for a day.

      Even if I only get to be the perfect one for one day, I’m going to go through 30 days of blind dates to get there.

      And desperation is real. Too bad I can’t just hire someone to be my plus one and be Mr. Perfect. But even I have my moral high ground to take. I’ll take a fake boyfriend, but I’m not paying for him.

      With a determined sigh, I tap out a response to my friends.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Thanks, guys! Don't worry, I've got this. Tonight is just the beginning. Thirty days to find the perfect date for the Labor Day party. Let the challenge begin!

      

      

      

      

      

      As I hit send, a surge of determination courses through me. I refuse to let doubt or fear hold me back. This is my chance to shake things up, to break free from the rut I've been stuck in for far too long. I won't let my past define me or hinder my future happiness.

      I glance at the clock and realize it's time to start getting ready. Taking a deep breath, I head to the bathroom and turn on the shower. Stepping under the warm water, I let it wash away the remnants of the day, embracing the renewal that awaits me.

      I sift through the cloths in my closet, searching for the perfect outfit that strikes a balance between casual and classy. I settle on a knee-length floral dress, its vibrant colors reflecting my hopeful spirit. I slip into a pair of comfortable yet stylish heels and add a delicate necklace as a finishing touch.

      I grab my purse and make my way to the front door, pausing for a moment to give GP a quick tap on the cage. "Wish me luck, GP," I whisper, as if the guinea pig can understand. But perhaps he can, in his own way. After all, he's been a constant companion throughout my journey, witnessing my triumphs and failures.

      More failures than triumphs, unfortunately.

      Stepping out into the cool evening air, there’s a sense of anticipation mingled with nerves.

      Tonight is the beginning of something new, a chance to break free from my comfort zone and discover what lies beyond.

      And who knows? Maybe, just maybe, among these blind dates, I'll find a genuine connection—a spark that ignites my heart and makes the whole venture worthwhile.

      As I lock the front door behind me, I take a deep breath, ready to embrace the unknown. The adventure awaits, and with each step, I move closer to finding the perfect plus one for the Labor Day party and, perhaps, something even more extraordinary—my own happiness.

      Doubtful, but here’s hoping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      BLAZE

      "You wanted to see me, Dean?" I mutter as I stoop under the top of the low doorway leading to the basement office. The air down here feels suffocating, constricting my chest with every breath. I try not to let my discomfort show; after all, Dean spends most of his time here, and I don't want to offend him.

      Dean glances up from the scattered papers on his desk and nods, motioning for me to come further inside. I navigate across the plush red carpet, the color reminding me of an endless sea of cinnamon bears. It's suffocating, just like this office. I take a seat opposite Dean's expansive desk, trying to ignore the tightness in my chest.

      I don’t blame him for hiding down there all day every day.

      He’s a solid four-hundred pounds and has bad knees, all of which is compounded by the fact that his wife loves to cook and always feeds him massive plates he eats so he won’t disappoint her.

      Dean is fat because he’s loved – something I envy and I’ll never admit to.

      "Debbie made this new Bundt cake that tastes like a cross between a cinnamon roll and French toast. I can't stop thinking about it," Dean sighs, leaning back in his chair. He rolls his eyes, but there's a tinge of sadness in his expression. "The only problem is, I have a doctor's appointment next week, and I won't have time to lose a hundred pounds. I'm going to be on diabetic medication for sure."

      "She's definitely an excellent cook," I smirk, crossing my ankle over my knee.

      The coolness of the office provides some relief from the oppressive heat outside.

      Northern Idaho summers are relentless, as if the scorching temperatures are nature's way of compensating for the region's beautiful crystal lakes.

      The lakes and the abominably long winters.

      Dean wrinkles his nose, tapping a pencil on the desktop. "So, I don't know how to say this... I'll just say it." His voice carries a hint of nervousness, and my heart skips a beat. Is he about to fire me?

      I raise an eyebrow, the one adorned with a rebellious eyebrow ring.

      Yeah, I know, it's a relic from my youth, a symbol of regret and grief I can't bring myself to remove. My parents actually liked it; my mom even bragged about it to her friends. But none of that will bring them back and I keep it now more as a memorial.

      "I want you to buy this place from me," Dean blurts out, breaking through my train of thought, a tight smile playing on his lips. It's as if he didn't just propose selling me his family's cherished legacy.

      I blink, struggling to find the right words. But nothing comes to mind – perfect or otherwise.

      He studies me and then moves his head like a bobble toy. “I know you’re probably wondering why, right? I’d be wondering why when everyone and their dog knows I love the Iron Horse. I’ve loved it my whole life.” He sighs, his shoulder lifting and falling with the movement. “The thing is, Blaze, I want to travel. Debbie wants to travel. I need her to stop cooking for me. I need to lose weight and I need to get out of the Idaho winters so I can walk every day. Even if it’s only to the mailbox and back. And no shoveling.”

      “You haven’t shoveled in years, and you know it.” I snort like his reasons lack sway. All I’m doing is buying time. I don’t know how to respond. I love the Iron Horse, too, but do I love it enough to give up my own dreams?

      He laughs, wiping his eyes. “Don’t I know it.” He drops his hands and scrutinizes me for a moment. “I’m ready to retire. You’re the only one I trust to leave the Horse to.”

      “What about Aaron? He's been showing more interest lately,” I interject, my voice tinged with curiosity. I've worked at the Iron Horse for five years, but I don't know Dean's son well enough to know if there’s interest there or not. If there is, I don’t want a fight on my hands, if I do want to buy the place.

      Dean shakes his head. “No. Aaron wants to be a Youtube star or something. A body influencer, I think they’re called. I don’t know. He only comes in when he wants extra protein for the day.” Dean purses his lips and shakes his head again, disappointment evident in his voice.

      "Yeah, that sounds like Aaron," I respond, my mind already whirling with the weight of Dean's proposition. Taking over the Iron Horse is a monumental step, one that would tie me down to a business while my wanderlust yearns for freedom. Not to mention there’s supposed to be a World War II monument touring in the early spring and I might be in one of the locations to view it.

      I’ve wanted to see one of those monuments for years. It’s on my massively long historical site bucket list – close to the top, if I’m being honest.

      “Can I think about it? This is a big step,” I finally muster, the enormity of the decision sinking in. It's not just about running a restaurant; it's about sacrificing my own dreams of travel. It’s bigger than even that.

      Dean, himself is talking about traveling and he has to offload his business to do so.

      I want to travel, and I don’t have anything tying me down - yet.

      It’d be easier for me to leave and travel than for me to take on a business like the Iron Horse and hope to travel one day.

      “Absolutely.” His smile lights up his normally somber face and he replaces his glasses on his nose. “Alright, we have a big week coming up with Hot August Nights. Do we have enough servers for the evening shifts?”

      Back to work, Dean's abrupt shift in focus brings me back to the present.

      I nod and stand. “Yep, we also have some banquets in the mornings we didn’t have before. I better get up there. Who knows how long Sam and Felicity are safe alone together.” I wave as I leave his office, breathing easier as I get up the stairs and pass into the kitchen.

      If I did buy the restaurant, I’d completely remodel huge chunks of the old building. Sitting in the center of the original downtown Coeur d’Alene, the Iron Horse was the perfect spot for tourists and lake visitors to spot and pick up some great food and drinks.

      The basement might be the first thing to change.

      The old building would undergo a massive transformation. Its charm would be preserved, of course, but a fresh and inviting ambiance would greet patrons instead of feeling like a hole in the wall. Maybe I'd even introduce a humorous touch, like renaming the renowned “Derailer”, our 48-ounce drink special, to "The Obliterator," guaranteed to leave even the most seasoned drinker flat on their back.

      Sam is nowhere to be found in the kitchen, which is exactly what I was worried about. Where Felicity is, Sam will be.

      I push through the swinging double doors from the kitchen to the restaurant portion of the Horse and scan the room for any sign of them.

      By the far wall, Sandy wipes down the tables and fixes the salt and pepper shakers on each table. She ignores me. That woman never has liked me. Well, she’s never liked anyone she can see out of her glasses with lenses as thick as Coke bottle bottoms and her hair pulled back as tight as possible.

      She makes smiling look painful.

      Striding through the restaurant area, I head into the bar, pushing through the single but wide swinging door into the large area reserved for drinking and sometimes dancing. And find Sam leaning against the counter while Felicity pulls hot glasses from the dishwasher and places them on the glass shelves behind her to dry further.

      "Sam, are you planning on working today?" I ask, my voice laced with a touch of exasperation. I move behind the bar, making small adjustments to the arrangement of bottles as I pass by. I reach for a clean bar rag, white and crisp, from the pile I keep by the register. Glancing at Sam, I wait for his response.

      “Um, yeah, I was just… I had a question for Felicity, and I wanted to tell her the special.” Sam swallows, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing up and down the long column of his neck.

      Felicity grins at him like he’s the last man on earth. “I knew what the special was, Sam. We were just visiting. It’s quiet.” She glances at me, knowing I don’t care about their on-again, off-again romance. And I don’t.

      But I do care about just hanging out on someone else’s dime when that should be saved for off-time.

      “You guys are fine to visit, but when there are things that need to get done, Dean doesn’t pay you to stand around or further your romance. Get back to the kitchen and prep for tonight. You guys can take a break in a bit to work on silverware together.” I motion over my shoulder, rolling my eyes as Sam beams at me on his return to the kitchen, the chance to work with Felicity like getting a puppy snack.

      Felicity giggles, her eyes twinkling mischievously. "He wants to move in together," she confesses, as if she's sharing a secret with a trusted confidante.

      While I’m her friend, I’m also her boss, so I’m careful to keep boundaries in place.

      "That's a big step. What do you want?" I lean in slightly, my voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. I've learned a thing or two about relationships in my own journey of self-discovery, and I don't shy away from offering advice when it's warranted. I grab the inventory sheet I’d been working on and start checking items off like I’d never left.

      She hesitates for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “I’d like to do that. I’d really like to get married, though.” She sneaks a peek at me like her admission should shock me.

      I lean back, contemplating her words.

      Marriage is a sacred bond, a commitment that shouldn't be taken lightly. "Then hold out. If you want to get married, don't live together until you're married. Or it will never happen," I advise her, my tone filled with a touch of wisdom gained from personal experience. I've witnessed too many couples succumb to complacency once they've moved in together, their original intentions of marriage fading away in the comfort of cohabitation.

      Felicity opens her mouth to say something, but Sam bounds back through the doors. “I know what I was going to ask you, Blaze.” He snaps his fingers like he was really in here earlier waiting for me to come back. “How’s Thunder and that whole situation?”

      Felicity turns to face me fully, concern pulling her eyebrows closer together. “Yeah, how is your cat?”

      I can't help but scowl, the ongoing saga of Thunder and his escapades causing frustration to bubble within me. “He’s the mac daddy of the whole neighborhood. I’m paying out kitten food and litter every week to my neighbor and I have a suspicious feeling I’ll be doing the same for the family down the street this time next month.”

      “I thought you were going to get him fixed?” Felicity wipes her damp hands on the front of her black apron.

      “Ugh, yeah. I was. I had an appointment with the vet in Post Falls and they cancelled at the last minute because the entire place came down with fleas.” I shake my head. My luck with that cat was running out and fast.

      “You could do it yourself.” Sam interjects, a glint of excitement in his eyes as if he's about to unveil the secret to infinite riches.

      My gaze locks with Felicity’s and we both blink in disbelief before turning to look at the young man with the shaved side hair and floppy bangs.

      “Sorry, what?” I ask, convinced I heard him wrong. “Do what myself?”

      Sam leans forward eagerly, his words tumbling out in a rush. He begins to explain a method of performing the cat's neutering procedure on my own.

      My jaw drops, and I jerk back, shaking my head vehemently. "Nope, not interested. At all. Not even a little bit. I'm not doing any of that," I declare, raising my hands defensively. "You're not allowed to talk about that with anyone here—staff or patrons. Do you understand me?"

      Sam's exuberance wanes, his enthusiasm deflated by my reaction. He nods, his voice meek as he replies, “But who do you think I heard it from? I'll show you when they come in. They said they do it all the time.”

      "Well, I'm not doing that," I assert firmly, turning my attention back to the inventory sheet I had been working on. The last thing I need right now is to become a makeshift veterinarian, tackling the responsibility of Thunder's well-being myself.
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