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            MARLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The veterinary clinic was busy for a Tuesday afternoon and Marley St. James’ stomach gave an angry growl as she headed down the hall to see her next patient.

      There was half a cup of stone-cold coffee still sitting on the desk in her office from nine a.m. that morning, and she’d given up on the idea of taking a lunch break. Aside from the complaining stomach, though, it wasn’t bad to be busy – obviously, there were the financial benefits – and the clinic that Marley was half-owner of seemed to be building a good reputation around Granville because lately, there were more busy days than slow ones.

      Plus, there was one more benefit to being so busy that she didn’t even get to finish her morning coffee. If she never stopped moving from patient to patient, that left precious little time to think about Lillian, and even less time to neurotically check her phone, hoping to find a message from her. Marley did enough of that in the evenings after the clinic closed.

      She had three more frantic, Lillian-free hours ahead of her now, and she paused at a small sink installed in a nook in the hallway to wash her hands between patients.

      She’d just treated a Himalayan cat with allergies, and her next patient was a Shiba Inu she was well acquainted with. Over the years, Marley had extracted everything from old socks to small change and even, once, part of a phone charger from his stomach. No matter how hard his owner tried to keep things out of his reach, this dog had a powerful lust for all things non-edible.

      Marley opened the treatment room door, already reaching for a pair of exam gloves on the countertop as she said, “Hello, Mrs. Baker, what’s Toby gotten into today?”

      When she turned to the exam table, though, the person standing there behind the dog was definitely not the gray-haired, rotund woman Marley was expecting. Instead, a tall, lean woman with messy, cheekbone-length hair stood with one hand casually tucked into the pocket of her jeans, the other absently ruffling the dog’s ear.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Marley said, feeling unexpectedly tongue-tied.

      The woman’s eyes were the same color as the steel tabletop and she wasn’t shy about meeting Marley’s gaze. Most people broke eye contact pretty quickly, started chattering about their pets and what brought them in. But this woman just seemed amused at how flustered Marley had become – like she could see right through her and knew exactly what Marley was thinking.

      Which was, for the record, Damn, she’s hot.

      For a minute, Marley wondered if she was in the wrong exam room entirely, but the Shiba Inu on the exam table was definitely Toby. Right dog, wrong woman… although in that moment, Marley couldn’t say she missed the elderly Mrs. Baker.

      “Definitely not a ‘Mrs.,’” the thirty-something woman said, taking her hand out of her pocket and extending it to Marley over Toby’s back. They shook hands and Marley thought she saw the faintest hint of a smile as their fingers slid apart. Then the woman said, “I’m Blaire – Rita Baker’s daughter. She’s recovering from cataract surgery, and Toby’s been a bit under the weather.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Marley said. “I hope your mom feels better soon.”

      “Thanks,” Blaire said as Marley turned around to retrieve a pair of exam gloves.

      It wasn’t until her back was to Blaire that she realized she’d already grabbed some on her way into the room and she was clutching them in one hand.

      What the hell is wrong with you? A little voice in her head wondered, trying to jolt her back into being the professional and reasonable veterinarian she normally was. It wasn’t usually an issue, but then again, most of her clients didn’t look like Blaire Baker and they didn’t stare her down like they wanted to take a bite out of her, either.

      The idea sent a little thrill through her body, and she hoped that she didn’t look as frazzled as she felt from running around all day.

      She hadn’t reacted to someone as strongly as this since… Lillian.

      Marley pushed that thought right out of her head and spun around on her heels, perhaps a little too enthusiastically because Blaire’s eyes widened in a subtle look of surprise.

      Marley cleared her throat, determined to focus on her patient. “So, what’s going on with Toby today?”

      “My mom says he’s been sort of lethargic lately,” Blaire said while Marley gave the Shiba a physical exam. “He’s been eating and drinking fine, but I guess he’s had a few accidents around my mom’s house and that’s never happened before. I reminded her he’s getting older, but she’s convinced there’s something wrong. Ever since my dad passed, Toby’s the most important thing in her life.”

      Marley felt a pang in her chest. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”

      Blaire shrugged it off with an air of forced nonchalance. “Thanks, but it was five years ago.”

      “Still,” Marley said. It’d been almost twice as many years since she’d last seen her own father, and although he wasn’t technically dead, he was as good as when it came to her. And that still hurt. “No chance he could have gotten into something again?”

      Blaire shook her head. “Mom says she doesn’t think he ate anything bad.” Marley nodded and put her stethoscope in her ears, and Blaire focused her attention on her mother’s dog. “Anything I can do to help?”

      Marley shook her head, taking Toby into her arms. “I’m just listening to his heart and lungs.”

      She lifted him up so she could place the stethoscope’s diaphragm against his chest. From that position, she was looking up at Blaire and she caught the faint scent of cologne on her. It was something masculine and earthy, and it reminded Marley a lot of the mahogany teakwood candle she had sitting on her nightstand at home.

      Something feral gave a growl of desire deep within her, and she had to fight to shake it off again.

      “They both sound good,” she said, standing upright again. “Any vomiting or weight loss?”

      “My mom didn’t say, and she gave me pretty meticulous notes for this appointment, so I assume not.”

      “That’s good,” Marley said. “Any other symptoms?”

      Blaire shook her head, her brown hair falling in front of her eyes momentarily. “Do you think it’s something more than just old age?”

      “It could be diabetes,” Marley said. “Your mom lets Toby eat table scraps, doesn’t she?”

      “I told her not to do that,” Blaire said. “But she thinks she’s depriving him if she’s eating and he doesn’t get some too.”

      “Well, I’d like to weigh him and see if there’s been any significant change since the last time he came in,” Marley said. “And with your permission, I’d also like to take a urine sample to test his sugar levels.”

      “Do whatever you gotta do,” Blaire told her. “You know how my mom is with Toby – money is no object, or at least she’d like to think it isn’t.”

      Marley nodded and gestured for the leash that was looped over Blaire’s forearm. Before she could clip it to Toby’s collar, though, he decided to prove he wasn’t so docile and cooperative as they thought. He summoned a burst of energy and tried to use Marley as a ramp to get down to the floor.

      After ten years as a vet, Marley was pretty good at restraining everything from gerbils to Great Danes, but when Blaire stepped around the exam table to help, Marley gladly accepted.

      “Where you going, Tobes?” Blaire asked.

      A couple seconds of scrambling ensued, and then the two of them were standing so close that Marley felt a little disoriented from Blaire’s cologne, the scent transporting her to her bedroom. Toby was sandwiched between them, and one of Blaire’s arms was pinned rather intimately against Marley’s chest.

      Their eyes met again, Blaire’s boring into Marley in a way that was intrusive but not unwelcome. Up close, she saw that her eyes weren’t steely gray at all but instead, a kaleidoscope of hazel absorbing their surroundings. Gorgeous, Marley thought.

      “Got him?” Blaire asked, and Marley realized she’d forgotten to breathe.

      She inhaled, warmth building in her core at the sensation of Blaire’s arm pressed against her, then she nodded and Blaire took her arm back with a little bit of difficulty. She clipped on the leash and Marley set Toby on the floor.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

      She got into the hallway, pulled the door shut, and drew in a deep breath.

      “Knock it off, St. James,” she warned herself, just above a whisper but apparently loudly enough to draw the attention of her receptionist, who was walking up the hall.

      “Knock what off?” Ling asked.

      “Nothing,” Marley said, but the girl, in her early twenties but already hard to fool, didn’t look convinced. She just arched a brow and kept walking up the hall toward the restroom, and Marley followed her to the scale just beyond.

      She guided the Shiba onto the floor scale, trying to clear her head. How had she gotten so twitterpated by Blaire in such a short time? Toby was twenty pounds and change, and Marley used a nearby computer to pull up his chart and enter his weight.

      “Looks like you lost a pound and a half since you were here last year for that phone charger you made a meal of,” she said with a frown. A pound and a half wasn’t a huge deal, especially considering how much junk she knew Mrs. Baker let Toby eat, but if he wasn’t on a special diet, his weight shouldn’t be going down.

      Marley was crouched next to Toby on the floor, a stainless steel pan beneath him, a couple minutes later when Ling came around the corner.

      The girl let out a laugh. “What are you doing?”

      “Attempting to collect a free-catch urine sample,” Marley said, letting out a somewhat impatient breath and blowing a loose curl of hair out of her eyes. “That is if Toby doesn’t have performance anxiety.” She gave him a scratch behind the ears and added to him, “I know, it’s hard to pee when people are watching.”

      The clinic had a full-time veterinary technician on staff – Logan – but with a busy waiting room and both doctors seeing patients, it could be hard to steal him away from his other duties for time-consuming things like this.

      “Need some help?” Ling asked.

      “Yeah, actually,” Marley said. “Have you learned cystocentesis in school yet?”

      Ling shook her head. “That’s next semester.”

      “Okay, well, you’re going to get a little preview today,” Marley said, and Ling’s eyes lit up. She was going to school to be a vet tech, and Marley had spent the last year trying to convince her co-owner, Rosa, not to hire another full-timer until Ling graduated. “Hold him and I’ll do the needle stick.”

      They lifted Toby onto the counter and Ling got into position, holding Toby gently but firmly while Marley gathered a couple of supplies from nearby cabinets. Ling talked calmingly to Toby and Marley quickly and efficiently swabbed the skin over his bladder, then inserted the needle to take the urine sample.

      She could breathe back here, and she felt like she was in control of herself again. Whatever had happened in that exam room between her and Blaire – whether it had been the cologne or those hypnotizing eyes – didn’t feel nearly so powerful now that she’d put a little distance between them.

      That’s a relief, she thought. She thought again about Lillian… and look how that had turned out.

      “Sooo,” Ling said as she lifted Toby down to the floor, “did that ‘knock it off’ comment happen to have something to do with the hot butch woman in treatment room three?”

      “Oh my God,” Marley said, shaking her head. “Definitely not.”

      She was lying through her teeth, and she could tell Ling wasn’t buying it. She was a great receptionist – friendly, efficient and organized – and from what Marley had seen so far, she was going to make a great vet tech one day too. But she was still only twenty-three, and it showed whenever she tried to weasel into Marley’s love life.

      “Why not?” Ling insisted. “I know she’s your type.”

      “Who’s Marley’s type?” Dr. Rosa Howell asked as she came around the corner and set a ferret on the small animal scale on the counter.

      “What is this, a staff meeting?” Marley asked, and was promptly ignored.

      “Client in room three,” Ling said. “Tall, lean, masculine of center, smoldering eyes…”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a crush on her,” Marley remarked.

      “No offense, but she’s too old for me,” Ling said. “But you should go for it. Get that awful married woman out of your system once and for all.”

      She’s not awful, Marley thought automatically, but she could already hear all the rebuttals both Ling and her co-owner, Rosa, would have at the ready. This was exactly why people said you should never share the details of your personal life at work – because then your well-meaning, meddling coworkers would use them against you every chance they got.

      “My ‘type’ is more than just a list of physical characteristics,” Marley said. “I’ve had one conversation with Blaire, and it’s got to violate our professional ethics to date a client, right?”

      She looked to Rosa for backup. The woman was twenty years her senior and everyone at the clinic knew she was the voice of reason when it came to all matters professional and personal, but she was currently too busy wrangling a squirming ferret and trying to type in its weight at the same time to voice an opinion.

      “Hmm?” she eventually said as Ling lifted the small creature off her shoulder. “It’s not strictly forbidden, but you do have to think about the ramifications – it’s just asking for trouble if you break up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Marley muttered.

      “What if it’s not actually a client?” Ling pressed. “What if it’s the daughter of a client?”

      “Give me Freckles.”

      “Huh?”

      “The ferret,” Rosa said, and Ling surrendered it. “Marley, you’re a smart woman – you know what’s right.”

      With that, Rosa disappeared and Marley started to head back up the hallway before Ling could torment her anymore. She was determined to go back into that treatment room and be the consummate professional that she always was – magical cologne and smoldering eyes be damned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            BLAIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Blaire spent her time alone in the treatment room alternating between her email – where a particularly picky client was eviscerating the website mock-up she’d submitted the night before – and a web browser full of grim details about canine diabetes.

      Insulin shots… special diets… more exercise than Blaire’s mother could give Toby right now…

      By the time the door opened again, an uncomfortable pit had formed in Blaire’s stomach and she didn’t like it one bit. She took a deep breath, attempting to exhale all the negative emotions she’d accumulated in the last few minutes.

      All that exists is impermanent.

      That mantra, which Blaire had picked up at a meditation retreat about six months ago, had been floating in and out of her consciousness pretty consistently lately. It made her feel better – about her recent divorce, about her mother’s health issues and Toby’s, about life in general – but she wasn’t so sure that it would be a comfort to her mom if Toby’s prognosis was poor.

      “Blaire?” Dr. St. James said her name as she led Toby back into the room, on his leash this time.

      “Hey, doc.” Blaire tucked her phone back into her pocket, not wanting her to know she’d spent her alone time going down a diabetes rabbit hole on the internet.

      That pit remained in her stomach, no matter how many times she repeated that mantra about impermanence – hell, the core tenets of Buddhism were not an overnight kind of ethos – but the moment the door clicked shut, Blaire had a new sensation to focus on.

      It had happened the first time Dr. St. James had come into the room too – a vibration that started in Blaire’s chest and worked itself lower the longer she stared into the vet’s chestnut-colored eyes. They were so warm and lively, picking up the red hues of her tightly curled hair… Blaire always did have a thing for redheads, and with those eyes, she found it hard to look away.

      She knew she was staring – that it was probably not advisable to come on to one’s mother’s veterinarian – but the way Dr. St. James got visibly flustered in her presence, it was hard not to flirt at least a little bit. In any case, it made hearing what she had to say about Tobes a little easier.

      “Toby’s a pound and a half lighter than last time he came in,” the vet said, unclipping the leash and letting him roam the treatment room. The first thing he did was go into hound dog mode, exploring all the different animal scents lingering in the corners of the room.

      “Is that bad?” Blaire asked, crouching to call the dog to her.

      “It’s not ideal, but I’m not worried yet,” Dr. St. James explained. “We’ll wait for his lab work to come back – it should only take a day or two – and I’ll give your mother a call to go over the results. Or should I call you?”

      Blaire liked the idea of this woman having her phone number. She almost said yes, purely out of selfishness.

      “No,” she said. “I’m basically just Toby’s chauffeur. You should call my mom. But she’s going to pepper me with a thousand questions as soon as I take Toby home today, so I’d better be prepared with answers. What’s the prognosis like if he does have diabetes?”

      “It’s very good, as long as it’s well-managed,” the doctor said. She repeated pretty much everything Blaire had read on the internet – shots, dietary restrictions, exercise. “Dogs with carefully treated diabetes have life expectancies just as long as those without – you can let your mom know that so she doesn’t spend the next two days worrying.”

      “Thank you,” Blaire said, the pit in her stomach lightening a bit.

      “If he does need insulin shots, you or your mother will need to bring Toby back in so I can teach you how to administer them,” Dr. St. James said.

      There was a little band of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and Blaire found herself distracted by them, and by the curve of her lips when she smiled to let Blaire know this wasn’t a life or death diagnosis.

      She was pretty – beautiful, even – but there was more to it than that. Since the divorce, Blaire had met a number of attractive women in the handful of LGBT+ bars in and around Granville, and had taken more than a few of them to bed, but they’d all just been pretty faces, momentary diversions. Not one of them made Blaire feel alive the way she did when she was in a room alone with Dr. St. James… like she was actually awake for the first time in the last year.

      Hell, she wasn’t even sure her wife had made her feel that way, although that could be the numbness of a recent break up talking.

      Still, something was drawing her to this woman – for better or worse – and she found herself saying, “It’ll be me if Toby needs to come back. My mom can’t drive yet.”

      “Well, please tell her I hope she has a quick recovery,” Dr. St. James said. “How is she?”

      “She’s doing all right,” Blaire said. Enjoying all the extra attention, she thought, with a quick spark of guilt at the fact that it had taken eye surgery to pull her out of post-divorce self-absorption and make her spend time with her mother.

      Dr. St. James opened the door, letting out all the tension that had built up between them like flood waters rushing to find level ground. She led Blaire to the reception desk to pay for the visit, and before she could stop him, Toby yanked the leash out of her hand and went around the side of the desk, jumping into the lap of the young woman sitting there.

      “Oh, hello!” she said, scratching his ears and narrowly avoiding a doggie bath as he tried to lick her face.

      “I’m sorry,” Blaire said, bumping into Dr. St. James as she tried to reel her mother’s dog back in.

      “It’s okay, I love Toby,” the girl behind the desk said, and just like that, an unexpected wave of emotion rolled over Blaire.

      I love Toby too, she thought. Damn it, he can’t leave me too.

      She remembered the day her mom brought Toby home as a puppy. He’d been nothing more than a tiny ball of orange fluff, his head comically almost the same size as the rest of his body. Her mother had joked that Toby was replacing Blaire since she was too busy with work to visit her, but the truth was, Toby made a far better and more loyal companion than Blaire ever had.

      She bit down on her lower lip – hard – and it was impossible to say whether the tears gathering in her eyes were there because of the emotion or the pain. All that exists is imperm–, she started to think, but Dr. St. James caught the battle going on behind her eyes and the mantra was abruptly cut off when the woman pulled her into a hug.

      “Hey,” she said, her chin on Blaire’s shoulder, “Toby’s going to be okay.”

      Over the last six months, Blaire had subconsciously whittled her emotional range down to two default modes. Option number one in a situation like this: lean into the fact that a gorgeous redhead had her body pressed up against her and see how far things could go. Option two: stiffen up, shut down, focus on that good old impermanence because it was the only way to truly avoid suffering.

      This time, though, Blaire briefly considered a third option. Maybe it was the warmth in Dr. St. James’ gaze, or the genuine comfort she felt in the woman’s ample curves, but Blaire wondered what it would feel like to simply return the embrace and let the tears fall from her eyes.

      Admit that she was worried about Toby, and her mother.

      Admit that she was hurting.

      Instead, six months of training took over and Blaire stepped back, a careful stoicism masking her emotions. “Thank you, Dr. St. James. Toby, come here, boy.”

      The Shiba trotted obediently around the desk, his curly tail wagging back and forth as he waited for Blaire to pick up his dragging leash. She took a deep breath, confident now that the water that had welled in her eyes wouldn’t turn into tears, and busied herself with pulling out her wallet.

      “Any more questions?” Dr. St. James asked, and Blaire shook her head without making eye contact. The vet turned to her receptionist, saying, “Who’s my next patient, Ling?”

      “Leela – pregnant cat in room two,” she said.

      “Thanks.” The doctor gave Blaire one more sidelong glance, which she didn’t return because she was too busy feeling foolish about how she’d nearly lost control – over a dog who didn’t even belong to her.

      Dr. St. James disappeared and Blaire handed over her credit card – the visit and the lab work were eighty dollars, but she’d tell her mother it was forty. While she waited to sign her credit slip, she noticed the receptionist, Ling, staring at her.

      Checking me out? she wondered. Her mother had neglected to mention how smoking hot Toby’s vet was, and now she was wondering with amusement whether the whole damn clinic played for her team. Not that her mother would have picked up on that sort of thing – not unless Dr. St. James played coy and flirted subtly with all of her clients.

      A tiny rush of jealousy washed over Blaire as she realized she hated the idea.
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        * * *

      

      Blaire was back at her mother’s condo in the retirement community twenty minutes later. She let herself in and unclipped Toby’s leash, and he shot across the living room and into his owner’s arms so fast, Blaire could have mistaken him for a puppy again.

      “There’s my boy!” her mom said, turning off the audiobook she’d been listening to on a nearby CD player. It was a police procedural, and they all sounded exactly the same to Blaire – she’d been the one tasked with going  to the library to stock up before the surgery, and when she asked her mom which titles she wanted, she’d just shrugged and said any would do.

      I guess there’s comfort in the familiar, she thought, wondering if her mother took refuge in familiarity the same way Blaire was leaning heavily on the concept of impermanence lately.

      “How’d he do?” her mom asked.

      “He was very well-behaved as always,” Blaire reported, then breathed through the anxiety in her stomach as she said, “but the doctor’s worried he might have diabetes. She took a urine sample for analysis and she’ll call you in a couple of days. In the meantime, you gotta stop giving him table scraps, Mom.”

      Her mother waved her hand. “Toby’s an old man and so am I – or, well, I’m an old woman. We’ll eat what we want.”

      “Not if you two want to be healthy in your dotage,” Blaire said. “Speaking of which, have you done your eye drops yet?”

      “Yes, Mom,” her mother teased in a mocking tone. “You worry too much, sweetie. But seriously, thanks for taking Toby today. I could tell he wasn’t quite himself, even without full use of my vision.”

      “The blurriness getting any better?” Blaire asked, and she was relieved when her mom nodded.

      “I could probably read a book the traditional way now if I wanted to – large print especially,” she said. “But you got me enough audiobooks to withstand the apocalypse so I decided to keep working through the stack.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Blaire said. “You eat lunch?”

      “It’s two o’clock,” her mom pointed out. “Did you eat lunch?”

      “No, actually,” Blaire admitted. She’d been working on coding an e-commerce site for another client right up to the wire before she had to come over and pick up Toby, and even on days when she didn’t have any errands to run, she often got so absorbed in her work that the hours marched by without her noticing.

      “Well, get yourself something to eat,” her mom said. “There are cold cuts in the fridge.”

      Blaire was already halfway there, with Toby on her heels hoping she’d drop something on the floor.

      “Not on your life,” she murmured to him, making a mental note to do some more research about diabetes-friendly diets for dogs so she could pass the information on to her mother. From the kitchen, she called, “Dr. St. James says Toby’ll probably need a follow-up visit when the lab work comes back. You still won’t be able to drive by then so just schedule it when she calls and I’ll make it work around my client obligations.”

      “You’re a doll,” her mom called back. “Toby, want a treat?”

      The Shiba’s ears pricked up at the T-word and, realizing his chances for junk food were much greater in the living room, he abandoned Blaire in favor of her mother. She shook her head – this was going to be an uphill battle – but she didn’t hate the idea of having an excuse to see the hot redheaded doctor again.
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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