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      A Grumpy-Sunshine/Pen-Pal/Curvy Girl Romance

      

      My dearest Lily,

      I won’t ever send this letter despite all the ones we’ve shared in the past. Things are different. I’m home now, something else I won’t tell you. War changes everyone, that’s no secret, but some changes can’t be hidden. I am no longer the man I was and you, my beautiful Flower, deserve more. Better. I wish I’d said goodbye in our last exchange…told you how much you mean to me. You once mentioned writing to other soldiers, but I hope I was your favorite. You were definitely mine.

      All my love,

      Forest

      

      Dear Forest,

      Did you just ghost me? By letter? And actually mail it? Oh, heck no. We have plans, soldier.

      Still yours, despite being angry,

      Lily
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      Christmas, two years ago…

      

      Lilian

      

      
        
        Dear Forest,

        I suppose I should start out by introducing myself. My name is Lilian Granger, but everyone calls me Lily. There was a setup at the Saddle Creek Public Library where you could send Christmas cards to men and women in active service. They even had a special section if you wanted to reach out to our local heroes, which is what I did.

        All that to say, I’m from Saddle Creek too!

        Is it weird to include a letter in these cards? I don’t know. Honestly, I’ve never done this before. But it seems like just a piece of cardstock if I don’t tell you a little about who I am.

        I googled “how to be a pen pal,” isn’t that dumb? I’m not sure the suggestions will work for me, but I’ll give them a go.

        What are your top five favorite movies? This seems like a good question, just maybe not coming from me. I don’t watch a lot of movies, don’t have the attention span for it. You know how you hear people talking about binging a show and Netflix asking if they’re still there? Never happened to me.

        I can’t sit still that long. I’m a large animal veterinarian and so I’m used to moving around a lot, using my body to guide and calm the critters I take care of. I listen to audiobooks in my truck when I drive from one patient to the next because I’m a captive audience and I can handle paying attention for about twenty minutes at a time.

        I’m like the perfect person for Ted Talks! Also, I’m probably making myself sound like a flibbertigibbet. At least that’s what my mom used to call me. In any case, let me see if I can think of five movies I’ve seen and enjoyed.

        I’ve seen the Fifth Element more than once, but only because it’s my sister’s favorite movie. I love the animated Hunchback of Notre Dame. I’ve seen that multiple times because I know what’s going to happen so it’s easy for me to do other things while it’s on. Although, in truth, I think Esmerelda should have picked Quasimodo instead of Phoebus. The latter is too much of a charmer for me. I love how honest and real Quasi is.

        In any case, I hope you have a lovely Christmas (or Hanukkah) and that you aren’t too lonely. And if you do want to write back, well, I’d really love that. Friends are often hard to come by.

        Lily

      

      

      

      I drop the Christmas cards into the big mailbox outside of the post office. I know that if I don’t get them out today, it will probably be another week before they’re delivered, and then it would be after the holidays and my cards wouldn’t make sense. I’m not expecting to hear from any of the service people I’m writing to. I picked a lady and two guys from the Saddle Creek area.

      I don’t guess it matters where they’re originally from, but I figured it might be easier for us to find things to discuss if they were from my home town. Plus, it feels a bit like saying thank you to local heroes. I’m all for that.

      

      A couple months later…

      

      I can barely breathe when I realize the envelope I’m holding is a response from one of the soldiers I wrote. I flop down into my desk chair, ignoring all the stacks of patient charts haphazardly waiting for me to make notes.

      I stare at the return address which doesn’t make any sense to me since it’s just random letters and numbers, like it’s in a secret code. But that name, Forest Adams, that I remember. I’m smiling like a loon when I slide my finger under the envelope seal and tear it open.

      Once I get the paper unfolded, I stare at the letter as a whole. Not reading it yet, just noticing the decidedly masculine way of writing—that tight tilt to the right and the blocky quality of each individual letter.

      Something seems to burst inside of me and I feel positively giddy about this letter. Which I know is utterly ridiculous, so I’m so glad that my assistant, Yvette, is still out for her lunch break and isn’t here to see me act like a fool.

      

      
        
        Dear Lily,

        Your letter made me laugh. I don’t know if it’s weird to send one inside a holiday card, but it was appreciated, I know that much.

        Frankly, your letter still makes me laugh, when I reread it. I wonder if you realize you stopped your movie list at two.

        I remember that cartoon Hunchback from when I was a kid. It was a good one. I always liked the little stone statue guys. I suspect your feeling about how the romance ended up is an unpopular opinion. Our world loves pretty people so it made sense to put the beautiful woman with the hot soldier instead of the gentle Quasimodo.

        Contrary to your two, I can list movies. I tend to like action flicks though, because I do get bored if there’s not much happening. One time, my mom tried to get me to watch one of those British period dramas and I fell asleep in the first twenty minutes.

        Here’s my movie list (in no particular order):

        * Die Hard

        * Lord of the Rings (the whole franchise, but not the extended editions b/c those fuckers are long enough as it is)

        * Terminator (again, the whole franchise)

        * Star Wars (original trilogy)

        * Galaxy Quest

        Okay, I know that last one wouldn’t be considered an action movie, but it has action in it and some of the best comedy.

        If you’re still looking for a friend or pen pal, feel free to write me back.

        Forest

        

        PS, I apologize for how much later you’re probably getting this. I wrote you back pretty quickly after receiving your letter, but then had an assignment that kept me out of things for a while.

      

      

      

      Wow. Oh my gosh. He sounds totally adorable and sexy. Wait, that’s not right. There was nothing sexy in his letter, I am just lonely and horny and I like his penmanship.

      Thank God, no one can actually hear my thoughts to know what a lunatic I am.

      “Wow.”

      “What’s wow?” Yvette asks from my office door.

      I manage to not scream, but I do jump at the startling interruption.

      She smiles at me. “Sorry, didn’t mean to surprise you. You were just talking, so I came to see if you needed something.”

      “So people actually can hear my thoughts, especially when they come out of my mouth. That’s helpful,” I say.

      Her brows rise. “What are you reading over there, doc? You look all rosy and alive so it must be good.”

      Rosy and alive? I want to ask what that means, but I force myself to ignore it. “It’s just a letter from a soldier that I wrote to during the holidays. He wrote me back, isn’t that fun?”

      “Oh, like a pen pal? I’ve seen so many amazing romantic movies about couples who meet and fall in love that way.”

      I roll my eyes and ignore the way my hopeful little heart stutters inside my chest. “That is not what this is. I just wanted to reach out to some local heroes to say thank you. That’s all.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure. By the way, some woman named Rory called to schedule you to come by and take a look at her property. She’s starting a hobby farm and wants to ask you some questions.”

      I nod. “On my calendar?” I’m already pulling up the app so I can take a look.

      “Yep. Everything is set.”

      There it all is: Old Granger property, hobby farm, Rory. Then there’s a list of the animals that came with the property and some she’s looking at. “Thank you, Yvette. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I wait until she heads back to the front of our office and then I pull out a sheet of stationary. I bought some recently on a whim when I was at the bookstore. My original letters were just written on plain, white printer paper. But this is pretty with a faint design watermarked into the background.

      Before I put pen to paper though I text my sister, Emmy, the list of movies he listed. Her response: I approve. Then she came through with a few more opinions.

      

      
        
        Dear Forest,

        I’m so happy you wrote me back! And don’t worry about how long it takes. I hope you’re safe over there.

        I told my sister your movie list and she approves, especially of Galaxy Quest, which she declares might be a perfect movie. I should watch it, maybe I’ll try. I can’t make any promises though. I’m just the worst when it comes to watching movies.

        Since we are from the same small town, I thought I’d let you in on some Saddle Creek gossip. Unless you’ve been told about the newest website. It’s called the Saddle Peek and it’s set up kind of like an online forum where people can post questions and announcements. People in town are going crazy about it, as I’m sure you can imagine.

        Some woman—she’s not much older than me—bought the old Granger farm. (No relation to my family, at least none that I’m aware of.) Anyways, she’s opening a hobby farm, so I will have a bunch of new patients with all the animals there.

        I do have one bit of news that isn’t on the gossip page. Monroe Crawford is getting out of prison soon. I’m not sure about exactly when, but I know it will be in the next few months. I’m a few years younger than him, but I remember him from school.

        My sister, Emmy, and I both graduated from high school early. When we were seventeen. I guess not too early, but we were on the young side. We’re twins, not sure if I mentioned that before. My sister is brilliant. Scary smart. She got a full scholarship to college, but didn’t want to go alone. Frankly, I’m not sure our parents or older brother wanted her to do that either. So I applied and got in and we both went.

        I think I’m the youngest large animal vet in the state, but maybe someone has me beat now. Silly record, if you ask me. I just knew I wanted to take care of the bigger animals, plus in our area, livestock vets are always in demand. Everyone always wants the kittens and puppies and I get it, I love them too. But there’s just something about working with big animals that makes me feel alive.

        That probably sounds crazy, but there you go.

        Okay, so here’s more from my googling pen pal search…

        I apologize in advance that this feels very fourth-grade-interview like.

        This is this or that, lightning round. :-)

        Cake or pie

        Cat or dog

        Beach or mountains

        Chocolate chip or oatmeal raisin

        Hot or cold (weather)

        And last, but certainly not least… Vampires or zombies

        Be safe,

        Lily

      

      

      

      
        
        Lily,

        You’ve asked some really difficult questions, but I’ll do my best to answer. Also, it didn’t escape my attention that YOU didn’t answer them yourself. I’d enjoy your answers as well.

        First and foremost, I had not heard of the Saddle Peek. My mother, who still lives in town, prefers to get her news the old-fashioned way. At the hair salon. I would check it out, but my access to internet is not reliable. So hearing things from your letters is perfect.

        I do know Roe Crawford and I’m glad to hear that he’s being released soon. His conviction was bullshit, if you don’t mind me saying. Seeing as he’s a former Army man, I’m probably a little sensitive about the situation.

        Before I get to the really important matter of those questions, I feel the need to point out that you didn’t get accepted into college because of your sister. Universities don’t work that way. And you obviously finished all your education well if you’re a practicing vet. You’re an impressive woman, Lily, so don’t give all the credit to your sister.

        Now then, here we go.

        I will eat either cake or pie, but my preference is always a cookie. Which brings me to that blasphemous question of chocolate chip or oatmeal raisin? Have you ever met anyone who prefers oatmeal raisin? Chocolate chip cookies are the king of the cookie and the king of the dessert. End of story.

        I like both cats and dogs, but I’ve only ever had dogs.

        I’m definitely a mountains rather than the beach kind of guy, but right now I’d love to see a rolling field of bluebonnets. They’re blooming about now, right? It’s been too damn long since I’ve seen them.

        Since I would rather mountains, I’m going to say cold weather. Ironic, since Texas is basically like living on the sun for most of the year. God, I miss home.

        Your last question was difficult as I can appreciate lore from either vampires and zombies. Historically speaking, their origin is pretty much the same. I’m going to have to go with zombies though. Hollywood has glamorized vampires too much and I appreciate the fact that zombies are still monsters.

        Thank you for the box of goodies that came with your last letter. You have no idea how excited all of my buddies got when I opened up a box of candy.

        Answer your own questions. And here’s one from me. What was your favorite cartoon when you were a kid? I am all about the original Scooby Doo.

        Forest
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