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Chapter One
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Lucy was a charming beagle puppy with soft black ears and liquid brown eyes. Unfortunately, she was also incredibly itchy. Even as I examined her, she dug at her collar with a hind foot, spinning it around her neck in a circle. Her skin was inflamed and crusty and bore the distinctive odor of infection.

“We’re going to have to trim her nails to minimize the damage she’s doing to herself,” I told her owners as I continued to look for a primary cause for her scratching. Surprisingly, there were no signs of fleas. The worst of her dermatitis was centered around her face and ears, not typical locations for flea reactions.

The Andrews family were gathered in a cluster around me as I checked out their new puppy on their front porch. Even though the heat and humidity had skyrocketed in our little neck of the woods, I tried to perform my examinations outdoors whenever possible. The lighting was better as a rule. Jody Andrews had brought out a pitcher of sweet tea, which I’d declined on the grounds that I liked my pancreas in working order, though as the sweat dripped down the side of my face, I was tempted to cave in and accept a glass. The twins, Billy and Bobby, had stopped chasing each other around the yard on my arrival and now stood beside their father as I did my examination. Even Granny Andrews was in on the action, sitting in a nearby rocker. A serious Sudoku fan, she scribbled away at a puzzle while I worked.

Lucy’s lesions, combined with the ferocity with which she scratched, made me highly suspicious that she had a contagious form of mange known as scabies. Absently, while I explored her coat with gloved hands, I asked, “Is anyone else in the family itching?”

As one, the Andrews family began peeling out of their clothing.

“Stop!” I didn’t quite shriek, but it was pretty close. I threw up an arm to block my vision. “I don’t do people! Just tell me.”

Thankfully, when I peeked under my arm, my clients had stopped undressing and were arranging their clothing back into place. The weirdest thing is they weren’t in the slightest fazed by the notion that their veterinarian might have wanted them to strip, nor by my appalled reaction when I made it clear I did not.

Fortunately, no one in the family was itching themselves.

“Okay,” I said rapidly, afraid they would change their mind and start undressing again, “I think little Lucy here has mange. There are two kinds of mange. One is contagious and the other is not. I’m going to get some more gloves so someone can hold her while I do a skin scraping and we can try to figure out what’s going on.”

The twins immediately began fighting over who would get to hold the puppy.

I nipped that notion in the bud. “I’m going to have your dad hold Lucy for me, but I’ll need the two of you to assist as well.” I pulled out a spoon from one back pocket and a can of squeeze cheese from the other. “Billy, you’re going to keep Lucy distracted with the spoon of cheese.”

Before Bobby could protest being left out, I demonstrated how to load the spoon and handed him the can. “Bobby, your job is to make sure Lucy doesn’t run out of cheese. Think you two can handle this?”

Nodding hard, the two boys focused on the task with great solemnity.

“Okay, now wait until I say to give her the cheese, okay?” I left them to go to my car where it was parked in the shade. The back was open, and my German Shepherd, Remington, peered through the metal grill separating the passenger area from the cargo hold at my approach. Normally, I wouldn’t have left him in the car in this heat during my appointment, but one look at the itchy puppy, and I’d put him back in the car with a sun shield covering the car and all the windows rolled down.

“Sorry, Remy.” I held up my gloved hands. “No petting until I get rid of these.”

He gave a long-suffering sigh, and I smiled as I pulled out a scalpel blade and several glass slides. I placed the dropper bottle of oil in my front pocket and set up my microscope on the open ledge of the Subaru. It was a cheap unit, something I used for field work, but it would get the job done today. If I needed a more precise instrument, I could go into town to old Doc Amos’s clinic.

When I returned to the Andrews’ porch, I handed a pair of disposable exam gloves to Hugh Andrews and watched as he forced his meaty fingers into the tight-fitting vinyl gloves. After dribbling a drop of oil on my slide and removing the cover on the blade, I explained what I needed to do.

“Mange mites live on the skin and inside the hair follicles. I’m going to do several scrapings to try to figure out if we’re dealing with mange, and if so, what kind. I have to be a little mean to Lucy while I get my samples. That’s where the cheese comes in. Give her the cheese, Billy. And Bobby, you stand by in case we need a reload.”

Lucy happily attacked the spoon when Billy shoved it under her nose, and Bobby hovered nearby ready to squirt more if it was needed. In the meantime, Hugh held the squirming puppy while I pinched her skin and took scrapings from along her ear margins and some of the bald patches on her head. When I thought I’d gotten sufficient material, I carefully swiped the blade on the oil covered slide until I spread the sample in a thin layer. Taking my supplies back to the car, I disposed of the blade in my sharps container and examined the slide under the microscope.

The boys followed me to the car and peppered me with questions as I scanned the slide. Did Lucy have mange? If she did, could we treat it?

“Because Grandad said when his dog had the mange, they poured motor oil on it and he died.”

I closed my eyes and counted to five before looking through the lens. “Well, times have changed since then, Bobby. First of all, motor oil is deadly to animals. Back when your grandad was a kid, there weren’t a lot of good options for treating mange, so people tried all kinds of things. But now we have much better choices. So, if Lucy has mange, we can definitely treat it.”

The collective sigh of relief behind me practically ruffled my hair.

To my delight, I spied the culprit behind Lucy’s scratching crawling through oil and hair on the slide. Of the various mites that cause mange, Sarcotpes was hard to find, so identifying it under the microscope felt a little like winning a scratch-off ticket. I offered the boys a peek through the lens, and they were in turns amazed and horrified. Billy thought it was the coolest thing ever, and I suspected there was a budding scientist in him somewhere.

Remy whined, begging to be let out of the car, but I wasn’t keen on having him possibly pick up skin mites while we were here, so I told him he’d have to wait and took the kids back to their parents to explain the diagnosis and treatment.

“Right,” I said briskly. “Lucy has scabies, which can be contagious to people as well as dogs. The good news is some of the new flea and tick medications are effective at treating scabies, too. But the bad news is this is something you can pick up from her, so we’re going to have to limit contact with her until she starts getting better.”

“Should we dip her?” Hugh spoke for the first time during the whole procedure.

I shook my head. “No, you’re lucky there. The new meds don’t require smelly dips.” The old lime sulfur dips reeked like rotten eggs and stained everything yellow. “She’ll need antibiotics for the secondary skin infection and something to help with the itching, but she’ll be right as rain in a few weeks. Just make sure everyone washes their hands after handling her, and no sleeping in the bed right now. She needs to stay in a crate.”

Collective protests from the twins were cut off by Jody. “It’s not forever. You don’t want the mange, do you?”

“That reminds me. If any of you do start itching, you’re not the natural host, so any infection is self-limiting. But if you need to see Dr. Briggs, be sure to tell him that Lucy has scabies so he’ll know what he’s dealing with. He can prescribe an ointment if you need it.”

Because human doctors rarely dealt with parasitic diseases in the U.S. these days, it wouldn’t be unusual for a G.P. to miss scabies in one of their patients. Still, I might mention Lucy’s infection the next time I ran into Chris Briggs, on the off-chance Jody forgot to do so.

After I vaccinated Lucy, I peeled off the sweaty vinyl gloves and dropped them in my waste container. I finished filling out Lucy’s vaccination booklet, got up her medication, and scheduled her for her boosters in three weeks. Then I told the Andrews what to watch for, and not to hesitate to call if they had any issues before her next exam.

“She’s not going to be fully protected against these diseases until she finishes her series of shots, and some of these viruses you can track home. So, don’t take her to any ball games or parks until she’s further along in her series.”

The twins set up a wail. Apparently, they had a softball game that weekend and they wanted to show Lucy off.

“You can’t let your friends play with her until she’s over the mange anyway,” Jody said with practical finality.

“That’s right.” I handed the boys a couple of brochures. “But there are things you can teach Lucy right now. See this website here? It lists all the things you should teach your puppy as she is growing up. It has videos and training tips and everything.”

“I’m guessing no puppy class, either,” Jody said with a sigh. “I was going to sign the boys up for a class in Clearwater at the pet store.”

“Not until we clear her mange.” Which gave me an opening to steer Jody away from a generic one-size-fits-all class from a chain store. “But you could do individual training with Deb Hartford. Then, once the mange is resolved and Lucy has a few more vaccines under her belt, she could join in Deb’s basic puppy class. You should give her a call.”

My friend Deb trained horses for a living but had decided to start offering obedience classes after rescuing a high-intensity Border Collie who’d needed an outlet for her energy and management of her many phobias. Sky was smart as a whip and would have had several titles after her name by now, if only she wasn’t afraid of her own shadow. The Andrews couldn’t ask for anyone better suited than Deb to train them to train their puppy.

“Deb’s teaching dog classes now?” Jody looked relieved. “Oh, good. That’s much better than going all the way to Clearwater.”

Not to mention, the Andrews would receive personalized assistance in training Lucy for less than they would have spent at the store.

I removed the sun shield and ruffled Remy’s ears as I got in the car, waving at the Andrews as we drove away. A quick glance at my phone revealed I’d received a call from Doc Amos, so I pulled over at the end of the drive to play the message.

The voice mail was a short, terse, “Call me when you get the chance.”

Typical Doc.

Since I’d inherited a significant sum of money three months earlier, I’d been in negotiations to buy Amos Smith’s veterinary practice. It made the most sense: Amos was in his seventies and was looking for an excuse to retire. He’d been unable to find a buyer for his small-town folksy clinic that lacked many of the bells and whistles of larger, more modern vet hospitals. I was tired of being on the road all the time with my house-call practice, and as I often filled in when Amos wanted to take a trip or spend an afternoon on the lake, I was familiar with the strengths and weaknesses of his business.

Running my own vet hospital had been nothing but a pipe dream until my friend, Amanda Kelly, had left me her estate. Owing to the fact she’d been murdered, and the substantial size of the inheritance, it was taking longer than I’d hoped to probate the will, even without anyone to contest it. However, Amanda’s lawyer, Mr. Lindsay Carter, assured me that things were progressing in a timely fashion, and that I could expect final probate to be resolved by Halloween. Christmas, at the latest.

The prospect of financial independence had been enough to allow me to make some changes in my life. I’d cut back on my hours, now that I no longer had to work seven days a week to make ends meet. Once Amanda’s cranky old Siamese, which I’d also inherited, had been successfully treated with radiation therapy for his thyroid condition, I’d taken my first vacation in years. I’d rented a lake cabin in the mountains and spent the week hiking with Remy. The time off had been so enjoyable, I found myself making longer, more ambitious travel itineraries. But the biggest change was making Doc an offer on his practice. I had big plans for what I’d do with his clinic.

I pulled out onto the road. There was no point in calling him back now. If he wasn’t in the office, then he was either at home in his woodworking shop or out fishing. I’d go through town and stop by the clinic first.

Going through town had the advantage of taking us past the Dairy Delight, and I had a craving for a Polar Vortex, which is what they called their soft-serve ice cream combined with candy bar pieces.

“If you play your cards right, Remy, I’ll get you a cup of vanilla ice cream.”

Remy tilted his head to one side at the magic words, making me laugh.

Calling a Polar Vortex an early dinner wasn’t exactly the healthiest choice, but we were in the middle of an unprecedented heat wave for the beginning of June. We were still weeks away from the dog days of summer, but the thermometer was already hitting 90 degrees with nearly 75% humidity. I’d go back to eating fruit and salads when the temperatures returned to normal. Though to be fair, these heat waves came more and more often these days. Summer seemed to start sooner and last longer each year.

And I just really wanted a Polar Vortex.

Remy and I consumed our ice cream sitting under one of the red-and-white striped umbrellas at the tables outside the Dairy Delight. Remy finished his little cup of soft serve in about ten seconds flat, and then looked at me hopefully as I spooned ice cream and candy into my mouth.

“Sorry, old man,” I told him, wincing at the brain freeze the cold treat had triggered. “Mine’s got chocolate in it.”

He laid his head in my lap and blew air out so hard his lips fluttered, making me snort. “You’re such a drama queen.”

I wasn’t the only one who’d decided ice cream was an excellent way to cool down on a hot summer afternoon. The line for the drive-in window snaked around the parking lot, and I frequently lifted my hand to wave at clients and neighbors as they drove past toward the exit.

Greenbrier was a small, rural community on the Virginia-Carolina border. It qualified as a town solely because it had been in existence since the mid-eighteenth century, when Scotch-Irish and German immigrants had settled in the area. John Linkous had built a sawmill, and the community had sprung up around it, with the Linkous family running things ever since. With less than a thousand inhabitants, most days it felt like I knew them all. I’d left the area to go to vet school, and then returned to help take care of my dad when he developed cancer. Up until recently, I’d resented having to come back, but a lot had changed these past few months. When my house burned down a few months ago, my neighbors rallied to my support, and I realized just how wonderful a small town could be.

Sitting in the shade outside the Dairy Delight with my dog, eating ice cream and smiling at my neighbors, my life seemed peaceful, uncomplicated, and fulfilled.

That should have been a red flag.
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After we left the Dairy Delight, I parked in the library lot and dropped off some books in the return bin. In my mind, this justified my leaving the car in the lot while Remy and I walked the few blocks to Doc’s clinic.

Greenbrier Veterinary Clinic was located in a small, elderly strip mall. The building itself had lived through several incarnations, the latest being a video store before Doc relocated there. One of the challenges facing me when I took over was whether to operate out of the same building or start over from scratch. The mall had the advantage of being a town fixture for decades, as well as being in an ideal location, but there was something to be said for designing and building a clinic exactly the way you wanted from the ground up. Thanks to Amanda’s estate, I would soon have the resources to do just that.

Out of deference for the possible patients in the waiting area when we entered, I had Remy on leash. His training was coming along nicely, especially since recent events had convinced me to take it more seriously, but he was still likely to upset any cats we might encounter, intentionally or not.

The first thing I noticed on opening the door to the clinic was that a pleasant doorbell had been added since the last time I was there. It was a nice touch, alerting Wendy Grisham, Doc’s indispensable receptionist/technician, that someone had entered the building. The second “improvement” hit me a second later, as the pungent odor of cinnamon practically made my eyes water.

I stood in the empty waiting area, pressing a finger under my lip to prevent me from sneezing. Remy had no such recourse, and then gave a resounding sneeze himself. Looking around, I spied a white dispensing unit attached to the wall over the door leading out of the waiting area. As I stared, the unit dispensed a visible puff into the air, and the scent of Christmas strengthened.

I frowned. It wasn’t like Doc to rely on perfume to cover up odors. He was a big believer in bleach, which was just as irritating, but at least had the benefit of being a disinfectant.

It wasn’t surprising that the waiting area was empty. Doc’s schedule was sporadic these days. Truthfully, I’d been using his clinic as a back-up to my house-call practice for some time now. He allowed me to drop off lab samples to go out with his own and use his x-ray machine when needed. In return, I filled in for him when he wanted to take a few days off. When I took over, I’d revamp the surgery suite and hire someone who enjoyed such procedures to take over that part of the practice, as it had been years since I’d done any surgery myself, and I found it stressful. Buying Doc out only made sense for both of us, now that I had the resources coming to me.

Wendy came through the door to the treatment area and stopped dead in her tracks, as though I’d entered the building with a giant, hairy tarantula instead of Remy. Her chin-length gray bob was scraped back off her face with a tight hair band, which I assumed was the cause of her pinched look of dismay until she spoke.

“Dr. Reese.” She shot a glance over her shoulder at the treatment room door and began walking toward me with one arm outstretched, as though she were planning to escort me out of the building. She was wearing purple scrub pants and a tiger-print top that was very out of character from her usual jeans and T-shirt.

Remy, happy to see an old friend, bounced off his front feet a few times and danced in place at her approach. He knew better than to jump on anyone, but unless I nailed his paws to the ground, I couldn’t seem to control his enthusiasm.

“Hey, Wendy. Doc around? I got a message from him, but I was already in town, so I thought I’d stop by.”

“Oh, Ginny.” Wendy’s face fell now, and my apprehension rose, my Spidey senses tingling.

“What is it? Doc’s okay, isn’t he?”

Remy, sensing something was wrong, abruptly sat by my side, his ears drooping to half-mast.

“Yes, Doc’s fine, but—” She looked over her shoulder once more and moved closer. “You really should talk with him. He’s probably down at the lake. Why don’t you—”

The door to the treatment area opened, and a tall, thin brunette walked out. Waves of mahogany hair sat piled on her head. Her makeup was subtly applied, but to good effect, highlighting full lips and dramatic, amber eyes. She wore tiger stripes as well, this time in the form of a short skort, which emphasized her long, lean legs that, unlike mine, had nary a dimple. Instead of nursing clogs or running shoes, like most medical professionals I knew, she wore shiny black pumps. Her fitted scrub top was black, and almost as tight as a sheath dress for a fancy event. She topped off her ensemble with a white lab coat that came down to the end of her skort and bore a name tag that read Dr. Burnham.

“I’m sorry, we’re not quite open for business yet. If you’ll leave your name with Wendy, I’m sure she can schedule an appointment with you next week.” Even her voice was sultry and smooth. She flicked a glance at Remy that was without warmth. It felt as though her primary concern at seeing him was that he was properly leashed.

He’d been wagging his tail on her entrance into the room but stopped when she looked at him.

The tiger stripes seemed to be a theme. Like an office uniform. Rachel Burnham’s proprietary air, combined with the look of sick apology on Wendy’s face, triggered a warning bell of alarm.

“Excuse me?” I said, feeling foolish at being left out of whatever turn of events had taken place. “Wendy, what’s going on?”

My seeking answers from Wendy instead of her seemed to annoy Dr. Burnham, for she stepped in front of Wendy, as if to block any further communication with her.

“What’s going on,” Dr. Burnham said briskly, “is that Greenbrier Vet Clinic is under new management. As I said, we’re not open for business yet, but if you’d like to call next week, I’m sure we can accommodate you.”

I raised both eyebrows at Wendy, even as my mouth fell open. Remy whined and pressed into my side.

“I’m sorry, Ginny.” Wendy’s expression melted in misery, only to be wiped clean when Dr. Burnham shot a glance at her. “You really should go talk to Doc.”

Dr. Burnham transferred her glare to me. “Ginny? As in Ginny Reese?”

As much as I wanted to rail at this Veterinarian Barbie, I swallowed my shock and anger. At least until I got this sorted out. If nothing else, Dr. Burnham was a colleague, and potentially someone I had to work with. I forced a smile through stiff lips. “That’s me, Dr. Ginny Reese. I sometimes fill in for Doc here.”

“Ah, yes.” Her simple statement spoke volumes as she cast a glance up and down at my appearance.

I became suddenly conscious of how my damp T-shirt, the one proclaiming me as a German Shepherd mom, stuck to my skin, and of the grass stains on my jeans. It felt as though I’d been assessed as veterinarian material and come up wanting.

Be nice. Don’t burn any bridges ... yet.

But while I was reminding myself to play nice with the new vet in town—the one who’d stolen my practice out from under me—Rachel Burnham apparently had come to a decision.

Her gaze became somewhat steely as she asked, “Aren’t you the person who was videoed assaulting a man in a bar recently?”

Inwardly, I groaned. I was never going to live that down, was I? Outwardly, I pasted on another smile and said through gritted teeth, “Technically, he assaulted me first.”

And he had. Derek Ellis had accosted me in the bar that night and threatened both me and my dog. I may have lost my temper a bit as a result. Apparently, the sight of a woman hauling a man around by his privates was viral-worthy. Especially since some wit had set the scene to a catchy pop tune before uploading it.

“I see.” Dr. Burnham’s tone carried the weight of disapproval, and as someone intimately familiar with such disapproval, I knew what was coming before she finished saying it. “I’m afraid Greenbrier Vet Clinic will no longer be needing your services.”

Still smiling, I said, “I understand.”

Which was a patent lie because I didn’t understand any of it. How could she possibly be the new owner of GVC when I had been in negotiations with Doc? What the heck had happened?

We stood facing each other in an uncomfortable stand-off, with Wendy as a mortified witness, when the door to the back swung open. A swarthy man in an expensive suit came into the waiting area, already speaking as he entered.

“Rachel, what’s taking so—”

He broke off to give me a stunning smile, showing off teeth so white they couldn’t possibly be natural.

“Hello! I’m Dennis Montanaro. Welcome to Greenbrier Vet Clinic. My, what a handsome dog you have.”

He beamed at Remy even while I pictured him as the wolf dressed in Grandmother’s clothes as he interacted with Little Red Riding hood, if a young Antonio Banderas was playing the part of the Wolf.

“Dennis, this is Ginny Reese.”

Dr. Burnham’s introduction had a dampening effect on Dennis’s smile. It snuffed out like a candle that had been capped.

“I see.” His voice went cool, even as he gave me his own assessing once-over.

Part of me wanted to stamp my foot and insist they call me by my title.

“I was just explaining to her that we would no longer be needing her services as a relief vet here.”

Was it my imagination or did they lean in toward each other, closing ranks against me?

“Well, if you change your mind, I’m easy to find. I can imagine that you might want some time off now and again.” I was determined to be an adult here, even though I wanted to rage and cry. How dare these strangers come into my town and take over the practice I was planning to buy?

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Burnham’s face, but she quickly quashed it. “I appreciate the offer, but I assure you, that will not be necessary.”

“I’ll be off then.” I couldn’t help glancing at Wendy, who seemed about to burst into tears. Instead of meeting my gaze, she focused on her clenched hands. I met Burnham’s stare with some steel of my own. “Nice meeting you. Let’s go, Remy.”

We’d almost made it to the door when Montanaro called out. “Dr. Reese.”

Finally. Someone was addressing me with the respect I deserved.

I turned around with a pleasant smile. “Yes?”

Montanaro’s smile wasn’t so pleasant. It had a kind of oily self-satisfaction that raised the hair on the back of my neck.

“My understanding is that you had an agreement with the previous owner to allow you to send out lab samples or perform such procedures as x-rays on your patients, is that true?”

I didn’t like where this was going.

“Yes. I had a mutually beneficial arrangement with Doc Amos. This clinic served as a back-up support to my practice, and I filled in when he needed some time off.” Though truthfully, I worked at the clinic at least two days a week on a regular basis, despite not being named as an employee on the payroll.

Montanaro nodded as if he’d known my answer in advance.

“That arrangement ends as of today.”

“Wait, what?” I sputtered. “I don’t know if you realize this, but regulations for house-call veterinarians require I have a working relationship with a clinic to handle such cases that can’t be seen on an outpatient basis.”

“I’m perfectly aware of the regulations.” Montanaro practically smirked. “And as such, if we hear that you are practicing without such an arrangement, we’ll be contacting the Board of Veterinary Medicine.”

“You’ll put me out of business!” The words burst from me. I was incapable of playing nice any longer.

“That’s not our problem,” Montanaro picked an imaginary piece of lint from the sleeve of his tailored suit and flicked it aside.

There had been times when I had wished Remy wasn’t such a good-natured dog. This was one of them. The temptation to order Remy to “sic ‘em” was strong, but the reality was that unless Montanaro was a squeaky toy, he was pretty safe from my dog.

My face on fire as though I’d spent the afternoon on the lake without sunscreen, I turned on my heel and marched for the exit, Remy at my side.

Montanaro couldn’t resist a parting shot.

“Remember, if we hear of a single incident of you practicing without a formal arrangement with another clinic, we’ll have your license.”

His reminder was delivered with the cheer of someone wishing me a good day.

It took all my willpower not to flip him the bird.

Once out on the street, I took a deep breath. Remy thrust his head under my hand, and I stroked his silky ears. I had to find Doc and figure out what the heck had just happened.
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Angry and upset, I drove out of town at a speed well above the limit and had to force myself to slow down before I got pulled over. The lake road was unmarked, barely wide enough for two cars to pass in the opposite direction, and hugged mountain curves. Speeding wasn’t smart, no matter how disturbed I was.

Originally owned by Edward Bishop back in the 1930s, the lake and surrounding land had been deeded to the Jefferson National Forest by his heirs sometime while I was away at school. A thirty-minute drive out of Greenbrier, the locals still referred to it as Bishop’s Lake, and it was a popular destination for hiking, biking, trail riding on horseback, and fishing. The timeworn paths cut by us as teenagers playing hooky from school were now well-groomed trails, and the state had stocked the pond with trout and put in a small landing dock for non-motorized boats. The odds were high I would find Doc out there. Though there were miles of trails surrounding the pond, there was only one that looped the water itself. If Doc was out there, we’d run across him at one of the fishing stations.

Despite the heat, a large number of cars were in the parking lot when I pulled in. No horse trailers, but many SUVs with bike racks. By the time Remy and I reached the main path to the pond, I regretted not wearing shorts. We’d make the circuit of the pond, I promised myself, and if Doc wasn’t there, we’d head home. My t-shirt already clung damply to my back, and my jeans threatened to chafe. Remy, at least, could cool off by wading into the water. A luxury not afforded to me.

It was a lovely afternoon if you didn’t mind the sweltering temperatures. On the far side of the pond, a couple walked their dog. Various fishermen were parked at other docks, and a photographer was taking pictures of the beaver lodge with a telephoto lens. I thought I saw a sleek brown head break the surface of the lake in that general region, even as a great blue heron flew slowly just above the water’s surface to the far side where rushes poked up out of the mud. A redwing blackbird trilled somewhere nearby, and I was struck at how much this lake had been a part of my life all these years. When the land had been sold to the state, I’d feared it would ruin the place I’d loved so much as a teenager, but the truth is, incorporating the property into the National Forest had been the saving of it. Had the lake not been bought by the state, developers would have snapped it up long ago. Developers like the ones that had bought my old property and had been sniffing around the estate I’d inherited from Amanda.

Fortunately, as we’d parked at the end of the pond where most of the fishermen gathered, we came across Doc almost at once. He was sitting by himself on one of the small docks that jutted out over the water, a sun hat shielding his bald head and a cooler at his feet.

He didn’t acknowledge our presence as Remy and I joined him on the dock, casting his line as though unaware we were there. I couldn’t tell if he was ignoring us or if he simply hadn’t heard us approach. He sat on a small folding stool with only the fishing hat for shade. How could he bear being in the broiling heat like that? Remy and I wouldn’t be able to stay on the dock long. I kept forgetting that my recent pixie haircut meant I needed to put sunscreen on the back of my neck.

Remy was impossible to ignore, and when he shoved his nose under Doc’s arm, he greeted the dog like the old friend he was. Remy’s entire body curled with delight as he wriggled and wagged under Doc’s attention.

“Mind the fishhooks,” he warned, even as he stroked Remy’s head. It seemed to me he was deliberately avoiding making eye contact.

He wasn’t the only one. I found myself concentrating on his hands instead of his face, noting the nicks and cuts of a life lived hard, and fingers that bore the brunt of the nature of both his work and hobbies. After he’d nearly cut the tip of one finger off with a circular saw, his wife had insisted fishing was the safer of his pastimes and had booted him out of the workshop. The dirt under his nails testified to a day of baiting fishhooks and handling his catches.

I closed the open cooler, where a nice, fat trout lay on ice, knowing it would prove too tempting for Remy to leave alone. Doc had a little tub of nightcrawlers by his feet, and I trusted him to keep Remy’s nose out of the container. His tackle box lay open beside the foot of the stool, and I flipped the lid shut. Then, not having a seat of my own, I leaned my elbows on the rickety rail of the dock and waited.

Doc must have found my silence unnerving because he abruptly stood up.

Perhaps abruptly was an exaggeration. More like he stood up in jerky stages, levering himself up from his low stool a bit at a time, much like a marionette being controlled by an amateur puppeteer. Without a word, he packed up his stuff. I picked up his cooler and followed with Remy as Doc led the way to the shade.

“Too hot out there,” Doc said, pausing under a large oak tree to mop his brow with a faded, red bandana. “Not good for the dog.”

“I appreciate you thinking of him. Didn’t mean to break up your fishing.”

“I was done for the day. Caught my supper.” His grin faded as he finally looked me in the face. “I guess you heard about the sale.”

I nodded, trying to keep the hurt out of my voice when I spoke. “I just came from the clinic.”

“I tried to call you.” He sighed and began trudging up the trail toward the parking lot.

I moderated my usual brisk stride to match his pace. Remy fell in at my side. “I tried calling you back. Got your voice mail.”

He nodded without speaking, and as I watched him puff his way along in the heat, I realized talking would have to wait until we got to his truck.

I’m not used to walking slowly or holding my tongue, so by the time we reached the lot, I was brimming over with the need to speak. But I waited, hoping that my impatience didn’t show, until we’d stored Doc’s belongings in his little red pickup truck. Remy laid down in the shade provided by the vehicle and panted. Doc opened another, smaller cooler and pulled out a couple of bottles of cold ginger ale, offering me one.

I took it with thanks, and swallowed a fizzy mouthful while Doc did the same and gathered his thoughts. Finally, he spoke.

“Rachel Burnham made me an offer on the practice a few weeks ago. I turned her down. Told her I had a sale in the works. Thought that would be the end of it.” He took another sip of soda. “Then she came back. Offered me more money. A lot more.”

“But you did have a sale in the works. You were negotiating with me. You should have told me you were considering another offer.”

“Aw, honey.” Doc’s face, red with the heat, seemed to melt. “You’d just gone on your first vacation in years. What was I supposed to do—interrupt your time off? We all know how hard you’ve worked since you’ve come back to town. And then there were the murders, and the fire on top of it. You deserved your break.”

“What I deserved was a chance to make a counteroffer.” I couldn’t help it. My voice broke then. “Did I do something to upset you? So you didn’t want me to buy your practice?”

He looked shocked. “No. Nothing like that. My dear, I should have retired years ago. Long before you moved back home. But there was no one else in Greenbrier to take care of the animals. Then you came, and bless you, it was easier because you picked up the slack and allowed me to have some time off myself. I kept meaning to retire, but I didn’t have to, so...”

He shrugged. “But then you made me an offer, and I have to say, I realized how much I wanted to retire. To let go of the responsibility. To travel whenever I wanted to see the grandkids. Oh sure, by filling in whenever I wanted time off, you made it possible for me to have the best of both worlds, but it’s not the same. You know what I mean. How you lie awake at three a.m. worrying about a case that’s gone wrong. Or the headaches of running a business when the costs of doing so keep going up but none of your clients have any money.”

I did know what he meant, but I didn’t want to break his train of thought.

“Anyway, along comes Dr. Burnham with a ridiculous offer. More money than I’d ever thought I’d get for the business. Hazel kept pointing out we had to think of the kids, and what kind of legacy we could leave them, and she wouldn’t let up on the fact neither one of us were getting any younger.”

Poor Hazel. She’d been the vet’s wife for nearly fifty years, with very little to show for it other than the utter devotion of the townspeople. But devotion didn’t see you out comfortably in your golden years. Still, I couldn’t let Doc’s statement slide. “But you knew I wanted to buy the practice. That I had the money. It was just a matter of time.”

He shook his head in a slow, measured manner that somehow conveyed both regret and remorse.

“That’s just it, Ginny. She had an offer in hand, ready to go. She wanted an answer right away. While I knew you were good for it, last thing you told me was that it would still be another four to six months before your inheritance went through. I’ll be seventy-six next week. Six months—even four—is a long time when you’re my age.”

Shock stuffed a gag in my throat.

You couldn’t wait four more months?

I wanted to rail at him, to point out that I had worked for him for the last five years like a modern-day Jacob laboring for Rachel’s hand in marriage like in the Bible. Didn’t he owe me some kind of loyalty for that? Didn’t that count for anything? Didn’t the fact I was born and raised in Greenbrier, and that his clients were also my clients count for anything?

But then I heard my mother’s voice in my head asking me what did I expect?

You’re not good enough anyway.

Doc’s face was spattered with age spots, and uneven patches of tanned skin spoke of too much time outdoors without sunscreen. Beneath his hat, his cheeks were pink with heat. He’d aged in the years since I’d returned to Greenbrier, no longer the hale and hearty man who’d been my inspiration for becoming a veterinarian. As arguments went, the one about time running out was hard to beat.

Not to mention, the sale was already a
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