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PICK UP, PICK UP, PICK UP. NO, NO, NO! AMY, IT’S me—me as in Cyrus—calling to say… just wanted to say sorry, for this evening I mean. Okay, I can come across as too… inquisitive, but in my defense, a question is not an accusation, you know?” I take a deep breath, let it out in a long sigh, and realize too late that now I seem impatient. “Look, I’m sorry. Maybe we can try—”


The high-pitched beep in my ear tells me time’s up. Damn. I hang up, indicate right, and pull the old Silverado into the parking lot of my new home, The Bedside Manor for Sick Animals. I slump forward over the steering wheel, driving my head into the horn. Just like the missing sun visor and broken reverse gear, the horn on Dad’s jalopy must be an optional extra because nothing happens.


“What have I done?”


Yes, I say this out loud and to no one in particular—a question leveled at two particular facets of my new reality. It’s January in northern Vermont—ten below—and I’ve given up everything (and I mean everything) to rescue a decrepit, if not derelict, building that aspires to be a veterinary practice. Rather than an inviting, brightly lit animal hospital, the place lies in shadows, looking haunted, a mugger’s paradise or somewhere to score a drug that requires no prescription. Bad enough, but I’ve just spent the last ninety minutes blowing the best chance I’ve had in years of connecting with a woman I can’t stop thinking about.


I get out and catch a snowman (correction—snowwoman) emerging from an idling car across the lot. It’s her ruddy cheeks, flowing pink scarf, black Stetson, and puffy white ski jacket that create the illusion.


“That was quick,” she shouts.


“I beg your pardon.”


“I only called a few minutes ago. Margot. We spoke on the phone. Doc Lewis, right?”


“No,” I say, “I’m Dr. Mills. Doc Lewis is the other vet at the practice. Can I help?”


If she’s confusing me with my seventy-three-year-old partner-in-crime then she’s clearly not from Eden Falls. Everybody knows everybody in this town.


I look past her as a second figure emerges from her car, the vehicle’s interior light spilling over a tall, rangy character in a gray hooded sweatshirt.


“It’s Tallulah,” says Margot, and then, across the empty lot, she screams, “Gabe, the Unabomber impersonation has been done to death.” And then, in a normal voice, “My son, Gabe,” before another drill-sergeant cry of “Don’t just stand there! Help Tallulah out of the car.”


Gabe does as he’s told, pulling the hood back to reveal steel-rimmed glasses and a fuzzy ’fro of red hair. When he opens the car’s back door, I glimpse what appears to be a large marine mammal. My double take has me rushing over to assist a half second too late to prevent the creature from sliding off the seat and flopping down hard on the rutted ice and snow.


Turns out, despite her pleading, seal-pup eyes and layers of blubber, Tallulah is actually an enormous English mastiff. She doesn’t seem to have the use of her legs, making her a formidable dead weight.


“Let’s get her up and inside. You got a towel or a blanket that we can use as a sling?”


Margot doesn’t hesitate. Ignoring the biting cold, she unzips her coat (to reveal a particularly festive reindeer appliqué sweater) and slips it under Tallulah’s belly like an enormous white cummerbund.


“How much does she weigh?” I ask, unlocking the front door and finding a light.


“One ninety-three,” says Gabe, coming around to help lift.


The greatest weight ever recorded for a dog was an English mastiff—343 pounds.


“What was that?” asks Margot.


I don’t bother explaining how I find solace in mumbling obscure facts and trivia during stressful situations but instead reply, “Would you mind calling Doc Lewis? Let him know I’m here and he can go back to bed.”


If Margot nods or replies, I don’t see or hear it, as Gabe and I grunt, strain, and stagger our way through the front door and on to the work space in the back. Tallulah is as nimble as a Zeppelin-sized float at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, her legs making drunken, halfhearted attempts at walking.


“It’s my fault,” says Gabe, breathless as his dog crumples to the floor in the center of the room. “Theobromine toxicity. She ate a whole tray of chocolate brownies I baked.”


I consider the teenage kid pushing his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. Theobromine is the ingredient in chocolate that is toxic to dogs. How many high school students would know this fact?


“When was this?”


Gabe consults his wristwatch. “Fifty-two minutes ago. We called our regular vets, Healthy Paws in Patton, and paged the doctor on call, but no one called us back. That’s why we drove over here.”


I decide not to mention that about an hour ago Amy had spotted the entire veterinary staff of Healthy Paws, loud and loose-tongued, on the far side of the noisy bar she had suggested for our ill-fated first date. I guess that explains why Gabe didn’t get a call back.


“He’s not picking up,” says Margot, sans Stetson, letting me see where Gabe gets his hair color and texture. “My little girl’s going to be okay, yeah?”


I grab my stethoscope and get down on the floor with her “little girl.” Tallulah’s out of it, neck outstretched, head flat to the floor, eyes closed, jowls wet and droopy like a sad, sloppy frown.


I listen to her heart—thirty beats per minute—really slow, even for a dog of this magnitude.


“Has she vomited?” I ask.


“No,” says Margot. She checks in with Gabe, who seems to deliberate before shaking his head in agreement.


I lift up a heavy eyelid. Tallulah’s left eye is unfocused, eerily black because her pupils are almost fully dilated.


“Could you pass me that thermometer? On the counter.”


Gabe obliges, but I catch the nervous tremor in his hand.


“This is your fault, Gabe,” says Margot. “You and that girlfriend of yours.”


“She’s not my girlfriend,” Gabe protests, but the blush in his cheeks begs to differ.


Margot folds her arms across her chest. “Okay, so what happened to this… friend… who happens to be a girl? Funny how she had to rush off.”


“I told you, this has nothing to do with her.”


“I even cooked a cobbler for supper. Why bother with brownies at this time of night?”


Still holding on to the thermometer, I realize where I’ve seen Gabe. Or rather, someone who looks like him. Remove the glasses and he’s Art Garfunkel in Catch-22. (Hey, I happen to love classic movies, but if you prefer pop culture, leave the glasses on and go with Napoleon Dynamite).


Gabe ignores the question. “We need to make her throw up, right, Dr. Mills? I read online how that’s one of the first things you do for chocolate poisoning.”


I check Tallulah’s temperature—97.2°F—way too low.


The most expensive dog ever sold was a red Tibetan mastiff named Big Splash, the price tag: $1.5 million.


I study Margot and Gabe. For all the similarities in their features, two distinct and separate facial expressions capture my attention: concern on hers, guilt on his.


Getting to my feet, I say, “This was a store-bought brownie mix?”


Gabe nods. “But I added chocolate chips,” he says. “Lots of them.”


“What’s a lot?”


“Couldn’t have been more than six ounces, half a bag,” says Margot. “That’s all we had in the pantry.”


Six ounces of chocolate ingested by a 193-pound dog.


“And the chips were what, semisweet chocolate?”


“That’s right,” says Margot. “Hershey’s.”


The expression in Gabe’s eyes has transitioned from shame through remorse to beseeching.


Tallulah’s clumsiness, low body temperature, slow heart rate, and dilated pupils tell me Gabe may have been making brownies, but they were almost certainly laced with something more interesting to a teenage boy than chocolate chips.


I hear the chime of the old shopkeeper’s bell that sits over the front door, and Dr. Fielding Lewis appears. It’s after eleven at night, but he’s still sporting one of his trademark silk bow ties—wisteria and blue plaid.


“Ah, I see the good Dr. Mills is already on the case. What’s going on?”


“Sorry, Lewis. Ms.…”


“Stiles,” says Margot. “Margot Stiles. And this is my son, Gabe.”


Gabe manages a sheepish nod.


“Ms. Stiles did try to call you back and tell you not to come,” I say, “but since you’re here, maybe you could give me a hand. Where do we keep the activated charcoal? Tallulah has an acute case of semisweet chocolate poisoning.”


Lewis considers the collapsed dog on the floor before eyeing me with overt skepticism. He reaches down, feels for Tallulah’s femoral pulse, inspects her pupils, and claps in her ear. Tallulah doesn’t even flinch.


“You quite sure of your diagnosis?” says Lewis, pulling a large plastic syringe from a drawer, filling it half-full of water, and ladling in enough black powder to make a gruesome-looking slurry. “Only, to me, it looks much more like…”


“Baking chocolate,” I say, too loudly, snatching the syringe from him. “Yes, you would think… but Tallulah’s clinical signs are practically pathognomonic.”


“Patho-what?” says Margot, visibly suspicious of our contrived banter.


“Pathognomonic,” says Gabe, deflecting her skepticism. “It means characteristic of a particular disease.”


“Very good, young man,” says Lewis. “You have a bright son, Ms. Stiles.”


Margot appears to vacillate, caught between accepting the diagnosis and the compliment about her son. “Yes, well, if he’d stop playing on that computer of his and pay more attention to what’s going on in the real world around him, perhaps my poor dog wouldn’t be in this state. She is going to be okay, isn’t she?”


“Definitely,” I say, almost too quickly and in unison with Lewis saying, “Of course.” The two of us share a moment of understanding of what we are keeping to ourselves. Time to clear the air.


“Lewis, would you mind taking some basic information from Ms. Stiles so we can start a file for Tallulah? Gabe and I will set about getting her warmed up and starting some IV fluids.”


Lewis looks like he actually does mind until I catch his eye and jerk my head in the direction of the waiting room, urging him to get Margot away from her son so we can have a word in private.


“Here,” I say, handing Gabe a tower of clean towels and blankets. “Wrap her up in these while I grab an IV catheter and a bag of warm fluids.”


Gabe does as he’s told, creating an inviting nest, leaving Tallulah’s forlorn face poking out like she’s wearing a babushka. He kneels down on the floor next to her, closes his eyes, presses his pimply temple into the vast wrinkly dome of her forehead, and whispers, “I’m sorry.”


Let me be clear, I don’t do pep talks or shoulder squeezes with virtual strangers. For the past fourteen years I relished working as a veterinary pathologist. The only patients I examined were deceased. This line of work nicely avoided awkward, emotionally fraught confrontations with the pet-owning public, which was fine with me, until just over a week ago when I took over my late father’s practice, Bedside Manor (yes, I appreciate the irony in this ridiculous name).


“If you must know,” I say, squatting down and gesturing to the unresponsive brindle blob on the floor, “your dog is on the verge of a coma caused by the ingestion of tetrahydrocannabinol. It seems pretty clear the canine ganja high is not a pleasurable experience.”


Gabe can’t meet my eyes. Interesting. It’s definitely a little easier to do preachy over touchy-feely. So long as he doesn’t think I’m offering fatherly advice.


“How did you know?” he whispers.


I smile. He’s petrified. I could let him suffer a little longer but instead say, “Look, I’m not going to tell your mom, so relax.” Gabe reaches out, pats Tallulah, and this rouses her enough to open her lids. Her eyes roll up, revealing waning crescent moons around the edges, the little-girl-lost effect noticeably compounding Gabe’s sense of shame.


“For what it’s worth, fatal marijuana ingestion is pretty much unheard of in dogs. And I knew because her signs were all wrong. Chocolate toxicity makes dogs hyper, nervous, with a racing pulse. Tallulah’s clearly stoned. She’s the one who got baked this evening. Here, let me show you how to raise a vein so I can place this catheter.”


Gabe seems eager to be involved, to physically help out, and as we get her hooked up to fluids he talks about a recipe for pot brownies he found online. Clearly his use of the word epic differs from mine.


“Mom’ll kill me if she finds out. I’ll be without a computer for like… a week.”


I flick some air bubbles in the line with my finger just like in the movies. Gabe makes an Internet-free seven days sound like a sentence on death row.


“I swear I’d never harm her. She won’t have any permanent damage, will she?”


I look over at Tallulah, resting comfortably, and think about Gabe’s question.


Mastiffs rank number eight in the list of—how best to put this?—most intellectually challenged breeds of dog.


“No,” I say, keeping the “not so as you’d notice” to myself.


“Thanks, Doc, for everything. You know… for keeping this… between us. I owe you.”


“Sure, but don’t worry about it.”


Gabe presses his glasses into the bridge of his nose again. It’s like a nervous tic.


“Where are you from, Doc? Your accent?”


I can’t tell if he’s making conversation or snooping.


“Here, originally, but I’ve spent the past twenty-five years in and around the Carolinas.”


Gabe gets to his feet, visibly deliberates, and then asks, “You married? Dating? Got a significant other?”


Definitely snooping. Don’t tell me he’s trying to set me up with the snowwoman.


“Let’s keep our focus on the patient,” I say, nodding to the sleepy beached whale.


The kid regards me with a vapid expression worthy of his frizzy-haired doppelganger when his mom walks back into the work area with Lewis in tow.


“How we doing?” she asks.


“Good,” I say, as Lewis hands over the new file he’s put together. “We’ve got Tallulah set up for the night. Pretty sure she’ll be able to go home tomorrow.”


Margot eases herself down, pinches both of Tallulah’s doughy cheeks, and plants a drawn-out kiss on the dog’s snout like the creepy aunt children try to avoid at family gatherings.


“Most expensive brownies of all time.” Margot waves for a hand up. “Gabe, what do you say to the doctors?”


Gabe assists his mom before stepping over to Lewis, deferentially bowing from the neck. Then, pointing to the manila folder in my hand, he says to me, “You ever want to go paperless, let me know.”


Margot lights up. “Maybe we can barter on the bill? My son’s a genius with computers.”


Lewis seems intrigued by the offer.


“Thanks, Ms. Stiles,” I say, “but I’m pretty sure we won’t be computerizing our record keeping anytime soon.”


I hope that sounded like a polite refusal rather than a desperate need for actual cash.


Lewis reads her disappointment and swoops in. “We can sort out the bill tomorrow,” he says, ushering them toward the front door. “Have a good night. Give us a call in the morning.”


Neither of us speaks until the chime of the shopkeeper’s bell confirms that they’ve gone.


“Baking chocolate?” Lewis says with a bemused smile.


It’s nearly midnight, and this old man with his steely thatch of hair is not only wide awake, he’s actually enjoying himself.


“I know. Lucky for me, marijuana poisoning was one of the few intoxicants I recall from my days as a vet student. In dogs, not people. I mean, I never—”


“Of course, Cyrus,” says Lewis, stepping in. “Have to say, I’m impressed by your… your…”


“What?”


He searches for the word. “Benevolence,” he utters, looking pleased with himself.


If this is a compliment, I ignore it. My motive was simple—figure out the problem and solve it. And also avoid an embarrassing scene.


“Smart kid, but obviously not smart enough,” says Lewis. “Mom wouldn’t stop going on about his addiction to computers. Let’s hope that’s the least of her worries. Now, to more pressing issues. You all set with your license to practice?”


“Yes, sir.” If the “sir” sounds too formal, blame my time in the south. For the last three days, I was back in Charleston making sure I’m not going to get arrested for impersonating a veterinarian.


“Excellent. You get back in time?”


He’s referring to my much awaited but postponed first date with Amy, one of the waitresses from the Miss Eden Falls diner in the center of town. Not much gets past Lewis. The phrase an elephant never forgets refers to the way these pachyderms pass on a genetic memory of directions and locality, including their loved ones’ final resting place. Lewis may lack total recall, but he’s clearly watching my every move.


“Yep,” I say curtly, hoping he’ll back off.


“How did it go?”


No such luck.


“Not well.”


Lewis folds his arms across his chest, eases back in his stance, obviously awaiting details.


“Look, I’m out of practice at this dating game. Amy got this phone call that she simply had to take, so I’m twiddling my thumbs for a full twelve minutes and then she’s all cagey about who it was and—”


“Well, knowing Amy it must have been important. She apologized for taking the call?”


“Yeah.”


“But she wouldn’t tell you who she was talking to?”


“She wouldn’t answer any of my questions.”


Lewis leans forward. “Questions, plural? Not a good idea.”


“That’s what I said. ‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.’ And Amy said, ‘Tonight or coming home to Eden Falls?’ That was just before she stormed off.”


“Let me guess, you replied, ‘Both’?”


I hang my head in shame and then feel my left bicep squeezed by his trademark lobster claw grip and meet the slate gray eyes of this little old man.


“Take it from someone who’s been married for fifty years,” says Lewis, “women are not attracted to insecure, pushy men.”


As if to emphasize his point, my right bicep gets the vise grip as well.


“Call her. Apologize.” He waits a beat before adding, “Besides, isn’t all this about second chances?”


How does Lewis do it, the way he manages to angle his head up, unblinking, to peek inside you?


“I saw what happened to you last week,” he says. “Coming home, taking this place on. Something hibernating in your life woke up, right?”


I say nothing. Blame guilt or a craving for redemption, but I walked away from my old life as a respected pathologist (okay, there was the matter of a suspended license and huge legal bills) and committed to saving the late Bobby Cobb’s floundering, debt-ridden practice. For fifteen years, after the death of my mother, I willfully never saw or spoke to my father again. Last week, Bedside Manor taught me what a fool I’d been. It’s his legacy, all that’s left of him, and I woke up because I caught a glimpse of something worth fighting for.


One last double-barreled squeeze and Lewis turns his attention to taking another rectal temperature on Tallulah. Our patient barely notices.


“Ninety-nine. Much better. Nice to upstage Healthy Paws,” he says. “It’s not often we get new clients from over in Patton.”


Patton lies across the valley, and with a population five times the size of Eden Falls, it can sustain a mall, movie theater, and chain restaurants, making it a metropolis compared to our little town.


“Amy and I were out that way,” I say. “The Yardarm. She saw them, the vets from Healthy Paws. Out celebrating I guess. The bar was packed and I couldn’t make them out, except some guy with an annoying, distinctive laugh.”


Lewis offers a sage nod. “Let me guess, braying donkey meets croupy pig?”


“That’s the one.”


“He’s their office manager. And that laugh may be his most charming feature. According to Doris, he’s declared war on Bedside Manor.”


Doris is the Bedside Manor’s only other employee—a chain-smoking, beehive-wearing, geriatric receptionist who makes it her business to know everything about everybody. I am not surprised to hear her gossip network extends out to Patton.


“Come on. War?”


“This is serious, Cyrus. Round these parts Doris provides better intelligence than a CIA drone. Healthy Paws was convinced you’d either default or sell the practice to them. Apparently our little trick with the free clinic last weekend has set them on edge.”


Before I left for Charleston, we opened up the practice to the public, trying to attract new business with the promise of a free examination for their pets. To be honest, the accompanying free booze and munchies were probably the bigger attractions. Somehow we clawed back enough bad debt to temporarily stave off closure by the odious Mr. Critchley of Green State Bank.


“Look at this place. Sometimes I wonder if my father used the word manor instead of clinic or hospital to avoid false advertising. We’re not in the same league.”


Lewis steps into my personal space again, and I try not to flinch. “Sure, we lack their bells and whistles. But they’re still worried about the competition.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


“Not at all. Think about it, Healthy Paws is a national chain. Doris’s source swears their doctors are jealous of the way we get to practice veterinary medicine. And I mean the scary type of jealous.”


A scary type of jealous? Is that how I acted when Amy insisted she had to take her phone call ten minutes into our date, going all wide-eyed and animated on me, feigning her apology as she giggled with the caller on the other end of the line?


I come back with a dubious nasal huff.


“I’m not kidding,” says Lewis. “Healthy Paws eats up struggling practices for breakfast. Their unofficial catchphrase is ‘If we can’t have you, nobody else can.’ ”


What have I done? Gone for three days and now I’ve got a rival for Amy’s affection as well as a rival for our business. As it is I’m hopelessly romantically challenged and Bedside Manor’s already received last rites.


I take a deep breath, mustering renewed resolve. “Well, like you said, Lewis, this is about second chances. Yes, I’m out of my league, comfort zone, and probably, my mind, but if you’re willing to fight then so am I. I mean how bad can this be? Surely a little competition will do us good?”


Lewis looks up at me with his piercing eyes, his tightening crow’s feet adding to my unease. “Listen to me. This makes handling the bank look easy. Pay up and at least the bank leaves you alone. This is different. This is about professional reputation. This is about quality of service. Healthy Paws employees play dirty, and they’d love to expose our flaws and our antiquated ways. They’ll try to highlight every weakness because for Healthy Paws this is personal. This is about humiliation. I wish it was just about competition, but I’m telling you, they don’t want to compete. They want to wipe us out. They want to bring Bedside Manor to its knees.”
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LIVING IN THE APARTMENT OVER THE PRACTICE, my childhood home, feels like a blessing and a curse. Great commute in the morning but no possibility of truly escaping from work. Given this new development, maybe that’s not a bad thing. If the rival practice thinks Bedside Manor is going to roll over and pee like a submissive dog, it’s very much mistaken. And that’s why I jog down the flight of stairs and step into the waiting room like the president stepping off Air Force One, a distinct pep to my stride.


It’s my first morning of appointments since getting back to Eden Falls, and what’s this? A Christmas miracle—the waiting room is full.


“Good morning, Doris. Don’t suppose there are any urgent messages for me?”


From behind the reception desk, the mocking arch of her penciled-in eyebrows is all the answer I need. Damn. Still nothing from Amy.


“A word in your ear, Dr. Mills,” says Doris, the summons enforced by a nicotine-stained index finger insisting I come closer.


“Looks like a full house,” I say under my breath, trying to contain my delight. “Guess the word must be out.”


Doris eases back her chin and narrows her eyes as though she can’t decide whether to pity me or stamp on me. For the record, Doris’s loyalty still lies with my father, the late Doc Cobb, and she harbors a grudge for the son who was never there for him. I’m not sure I’ll ever be forgiven (or if I deserve to be), but I sense there are moments, however brief, when she almost approves of what I’m trying to do to save this place. This might not be one of them.


“You seen this crew?” Doris asks. “Take a closer look.”


Her eyebrows jump with a “well, go on then” ferocity, and I do as I’m told. It seems everyone on two legs, four legs, and no legs—a yellow python drapes over the shoulders of a teenage boy with what looks like brass knuckles tattooed into his neck—is staring at me, and to some extent, I see what she means. Dog collars and leashes have been replaced by lengths of frayed rope; cats are restrained not by carriers but by nylon shopping bags or ratty, partially unzipped ski jackets.


“Could have told you that free clinic last Saturday was a bad idea,” says Doris. “All it did was bring back the low-rent pet owners we’ve already sent to collections. You won’t get a dime out of this lot.”


An imaginary itch at the back of my neck gets the better of me. I hate public speaking, but I think this is the time to air an unpleasant truth.


I turn to address a blank but attentive crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, um… thank you all for coming in this morning, but I need to draw your attention to this particular notice.”


I point to my handwritten poster pinned to the wall.


PAYMENT IN FULL IS EXPECTED FOR SERVICES RENDERED.


“Hate to be so, um… so direct, but this is not a free animal clinic.”


The room swells with moans and curses. I even catch a “told you” as pets perk up and people stand before shuffling out through the chiming front door as though they clearly came to the wrong place. In seconds, what was a packed waiting room has been pared down to just two people and two dogs. There’s a straight-backed, stern-looking woman with an excitable, even squirrelly boxer by her side and a middle-aged man with a poodle. The man locks eyes with me, mulling me over. His face is beyond gaunt, his skin more translucent than ashen. The collar of his shirt gapes widely, accentuating the size of his head on a pipe-cleaner neck. And there’s his black, almost woolly dog, aside from a few tan-colored whiskers around his snout. This scruffy specimen must be the biggest version of the poodle breed, the standard (as opposed to toy or miniature). He wears no leash, standing perfectly still, staring straight up at his master, oblivious to his surroundings as if bracing for a command.


“Here’s the file for your first case,” says Doris, handing over a wafer-thin folder.


I open it and notice there’s no previous history—a new client with an address in the neighboring town of Patton. Interesting.


“Ms. Sauer and… Sox,” I announce, noticing how all four paws of the tap-dancing fawn boxer are a brilliant white. “If you’ll please follow me.”


I lead the way to my examination room. The standard poodle never flinches, never blinks, so intent is his devotion to the sickly-looking man.


“I’m here ’cause I can’t stand that other vet practice, Healthy Paws,” says Ms. Sauer, “especially that… well, I won’t say the word… but that… that Dr. Honey.”


Ms. Sauer almost dry heaves as she says the name. She’s a short woman with pinched features, twitching predatory eyes, and barely any lips on which to hang a pale pink halo of lipstick. Though her voice is shrill, her words are music to my ears. In my past life as a veterinary pathologist, I managed to avoid any and all banal banter with the pet-owning public. Now that I’m a real veterinarian, Lewis insists I be warm, straightforward, and engaging. What he’s really saying is stop being so cold, unnecessarily scientific, and downright hostile. Well, when it comes to Ms. Sauer, I’m all in, for here’s a woman not only stroking my ego by asking for a second opinion, but bent on despising my professional rivals. I can hardly wait to hear more about this reprobate Dr. Honey.


“Here are his records.” Ms. Sauer hands over a thick file of photocopied notes. “Sox is only a year old, and aside from vaccines and worming and what have you, these are pretty much all about his lump.”


I look over at Sox. There’s a lot of snuffling and throaty gargling going on as he snorts and sniffs his way around the room like he’s rooting for truffles. That’s when I notice his most conspicuous feature—his tail. He actually has one—not a nubbin, not a docked stump—a full-fledged wagging tail.


“Nice to see a boxer with a tail,” I say, taking her notes.


“We got her from Nova Scotia. They don’t allow docking.”


I’m barely listening because I’m transfixed by the medical records, financial statements, and, of all things, a wad of coupons. The workup for what has been described as a red, raised, one-by one-centimeter hairless skin lump over Sox’s right shoulder is both exhaustive and, from what I can tell, extremely costly. Ms. Sauer’s MasterCard has been soaking up some serious dollars, and some of these tests appear to be, well, questionable, if not unnecessary. Why did Sox need his urine analyzed? What did a test for Lyme disease have to do with a skin problem? For now I’ll try to give Dr. Honey the benefit of the doubt—and assume she was just being thorough, not gratuitous.


The glossy flyers find me less charitable. There’s an offer for fifty dollars off all ultrasounds and X-rays, and one for free grooming or a soothing doggy massage if you get your dog spayed and vaccinated at Healthy Paws. Soothing doggy massage? When did choices in animal healthcare start to feel like shopping for deals on groceries? Apparently, a lot has changed since I graduated from veterinary school.


“So this mysterious lump, how long has it been around?”


“About a month,” says Ms. Sauer. “She did all these tests, like the computer told her to, and we’re still no further along.”


“She being Dr. Honey?”


“Yes.”


“And she… she… um, uses a computer to communicate?”


“No, course not,” she snaps. “The place is paperless, computerized. Dr. Honey types into her laptop thingy and up pops a list of the tests and procedures needed to diagnose and cure the problem. Pretty fancy, only it didn’t work so good with Sox.”


I lean back and purse my lips, totally perplexed. “Let me get this straight. Healthy Paws has a computer program that tells its doctors what to do?” I stop short of saying, “And how to think?”


“Exactly,” affirms a wide-eyed Ms. Sauer, as Sox grumbles over what appears to be a toenail clipping under a counter, thankfully just out of reach of his ropey pink tongue. “Oh, they’ll tell you it ensures ‘optimal patient care.’ ” Out come the air quotation marks. “But I’m thinking it’s just a fancy way of getting every penny out of you that they possibly can.”


My eyes drift to the corkboard hanging on the green wall behind her. It’s home to a collage of family photos, but it’s the picture at its heart that has my focus. It’s one of me as a boy sitting on my mother’s lap, my father, Robert, smiling, his eyes half-closed, by our side. It’s the only tangible memory I have of the three of us together as a family, and I wonder what the man who left me this ailing practice would have made of this brave new world of veterinary medicine. Bobby Cobb was your classic, old-school animal doctor, cut from the same cloth as Lewis. He lived to fix sick animals. Ask the right questions, get your hands on the animal, trust your five senses, use your brain, your experience, your gut instinct, and don’t cut corners. Making money was never part of the formula. Connecting with the patient and the owner was all that mattered. No wonder Cobb was revered as a local deity while his business was going belly-up. How do I find a happy medium?


“Um, so how long ago did you notice the lump?” I ask, shaking out of my reverie, attempting to channel my late father.


Ms. Sauer stiffens. “You already asked that. Like I said, ’bout a month.”


“Right. Got it. Getting bigger, smaller?”


Ms. Sauer shrugs. “Staying about the same.”


Come on, Cyrus, keep going. Maybe the Healthy Paws computer program isn’t such a bad idea, especially if it gives you ideas for what to say next.


“Does it bother him? Does he try to scratch it, rub it, lick it?”


“No, he couldn’t care less.”


What else? What else? And then, with haste, as though time is running out, “Oh yeah, and this lump, is it the only one he’s got?”


My excitement at mustering a pertinent question only makes Ms. Sauer regard me with even more suspicion. Or is that regret?


“So far as I can tell,” she says, becoming impatient. “Look, Doc Honey stuck a needle into it and had it sent off to be reviewed by some fancy pathologist. Even they couldn’t tell me what it was.”


I could let her know that every so often a sample will simply not yield an answer despite your best efforts, but instead I shake my head, purse my lips, and join her in a moment of eye-rolling astonishment and disgust.


“Now Doc Honey wants to put poor Sox under the knife and lop it off, even though she and her damned computer can’t tell me what it is. She says it could be a bug bite, it could be cancer, but surgery is the only way to know for sure.”


Hmm, boxers are the number one breed of dog for skin tumors, by far.


“What was that?”


“Oh, nothing, just thinking how skin cancer may be common in boxers but unusual in such a young dog.” Though not impossible, I keep to myself. “Okay, let’s take a look.”


Sox leans into me, happy to deposit a dollop of stringy drool near the crotch of my chinos as I check out the strawberry-colored bald bump on the point of his shoulder. My fingers pinch and squeeze his mysterious lesion while my brain churns with the possibilities. Presumably the Healthy Paws computer wanted to test for Lyme disease in case the bump was caused by a tick bite. But what about a brown recluse spider bite? What about a cyst or an in-growing hair follicle? What if the program has a glitch or the computer goes rogue?


“I’d like to try sticking a needle into the lump, aspirate some cells, and take a look at it myself.”


“What makes you so sure you’d do any better? And more importantly, how much will all this cost?”


Lewis warned me about the folks around these parts, suggesting they respond best to a no-nonsense honest approach that I, with my southern sensibilities, find perilously close to rudeness.


“Well, I’m pretty good with a microscope.” She eases back in her stance, head canting to one side as her lower jaw slides forward to show me the entire lower arcade of her incisors. Did she learn this trick from Sox? I can’t tell whether she finds me defiant or arrogant. Tactic number two—when all else fails, appeal to the pocketbook. “Tell you what, if I don’t get a diagnosis, I won’t charge for trying.”


Even with that generous offer Ms. Sauer still deliberates, but she eventually consents. A few minutes later, armed with a glass slide smeared with cellular debris from Sox’s lump, I head on back into the work area to find Lewis, coffee mug in hand, leaning into the counter with a copy of the day’s Eden Falls Gazette.


“Morning, Cyrus. Good to see your mastiff looks better.” Lewis raises his cup in the direction of Tallulah, who stands at the front of her run, tail wagging, eager for attention or perhaps a jumbo-sized bag of Cheetos. “What you got there?”


Lewis notices me dipping my slide into a series of small glass vats containing blue and crimson stains and waving it in the air like a Fourth of July sparkler. I need it to dry before I slip it under the microscope lens and unmask its secret.


“A second opinion,” I say, taking a seat in front of the scope. “Disgruntled client from our mortal enemies at Healthy Paws. What d’you make of that clairvoyant computer program they’ve got over there?”


Lewis turns the page and takes a sip. “Ridiculous. You can’t apply a set formula to fit every pet ailment.” He meets my eye and winks. “Besides, takes all the fun out of it, right?”


“Maybe, but it probably makes good business sense,” I say. “Maximal billing disguised as good medicine.”


Lewis puts his mug down, closes the paper, and comes over to where I’m sitting. Again, he squeezes my shoulder with his best Vulcan death grip. I’m beginning to appreciate how the pain is proportional to the gravity of what he’s about to impart. “The day I run a test or offer a pill simply to make money is the day I hang up my stethoscope. Let’s you and I focus on good medicine, and the bills will get paid.”


He’s right. And then it hits me. “That’s it. That’s what we’ll do. What you and my father have always done. We’ll set ourselves apart by promoting our old-fashioned approach to veterinary medicine.”


Lewis’s fuzzy-gray-caterpillar eyebrows knit together as one. “Not sure we want to highlight the old-fashioned. Sounds antiquated, out of date, ready for the boneyard.”


“No, no. I’m talking about our style: the way we practice and the services we offer. Think classic, vintage, and timeless. Think friendly, warm, and homey.”


Lewis looks even more skeptical.


“Did you just say homey?”


“Okay, well at least you’re friendly. But bottom line, it’s personalized, not computerized.”


Lewis concedes a nod. “Hey, maybe you should see if Tallulah’s owner, Panama Red, can hack into their program and shut it down. Then we’ll see whether the Healthy Paws vets can actually think for themselves.”


I assume he’s joking. At least I hope he is.


“Anyway, best get going. If you’re free later this morning, I’d appreciate your opinion on one of my house calls.”


“Of course,” I say, slipping the prepared slide under the clips on the stage of the microscope, letting my fingers twitch and flutter with the focus adjustment knobs, cozying my cornea up to the eyepiece.


“Excellent,” I hear over my shoulder. “Ask Doris for the directions.” My reply is no more than a perfunctory grunt. I’m distracted by what Sox’s sample is telling me, written in a familiar language of foamy cytoplasm and juicy round nuclei. My aspirate is good, plenty of decent cells—what I don’t see is just as important as what I do.


“Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Sauer, but I have good news.” I’m smiling as I return to the exam room, energized, relishing this opportunity to one-up Healthy Paws. “It turns out this little lump is indeed a true surgical emergency.”


“Oh my God. What are you saying? Now Sox needs emergency surgery?”


Ms. Sauer drops to her knees, her permanent scowl resembling a downturned bass mouth, draping her arms around her boxer’s neck as Sox sets to work, licking up her tears. My attempt at clinical levity has clearly backfired.


“No, no, no,” I stammer. “Sox is going to be fine. The lump is what’s called a cutaneous histiocytoma. It’s totally benign. Most of them spontaneously regress.” I can see I’ve lost her again. “Most of them disappear in a month or two on their own. See? It’s an old veterinary joke.”


Sniffling, wiping more drool off her eyes than tears, she says, “What is?”


“The need for emergency surgery. If Sox doesn’t get surgery soon, it will be too late. You’ll have missed the chance to make money because the lump will have disappeared.”


I flash my brows, trying to convey “Get it?” but her thin lips compress into a pale and indignant grimace.


“That’s not funny. You’re telling me Healthy Paws wanted to make my Sox have risky anesthesia and put him through a pointless surgery on a lump that’ll go away on its own?”


“Well, I’m sure that wasn’t their intent when—”


“I knew it. I knew that bitch doctor was trying to rip me off.” I guess Ms. Sauer is angry enough to actually use the b-word.


“Please, Ms. Sauer,” I say, hamming up the ecclesiastical open palms spread wide before me. “Let’s just be glad I could make the diagnosis.” But then, unable to resist, I add in my most syrupy voice, “At least you know Sox will be well taken care of at Bedside Manor.”


I’m pretty sure she sees that my fake smile is more about gloating than sincerity.


Ms. Sauer sniffs deeply, gets to her feet, and deliberates before picking up Sox’s leash.


“I’m grateful,” she says, somewhat tersely. “And yes, I’ll be transferring Sox’s care to you. But that lot over at Healthy Paws haven’t heard the last from me.”


Though this threat of negative publicity for our rivals might prove useful, it doesn’t sit well with me.


“Ms. Sauer, can I be frank? I’m not sure going to the State Veterinary Board or the Eden Falls Gazette is the best way to deal with this.”


Sox shakes his head, saliva strands cartwheeling end over end, flecking the front of my shirt. Ms. Sauer looks appalled.


“Oh, don’t worry. I wasn’t thinking of either of those.”


I reach forward to shake her hand. “That’s great. I’m relieved.”


She holds my grip, and I watch as the devil dances in her eyes.


“I’ll simply be chatting to Doris on the way out.”


Her smug grin coincides with the paralysis affecting my lower jaw as it becomes my turn to impersonate a heavily jowled and drooling boxer.


Everybody knows everyone in this town. And no one more so than Doris. The tale of what I imagine will soon be Sox’s near brush with death is about to go viral.
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