
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Miller Creek

––––––––

Alexandria Oaks


About the author

[image: ]

Alexandria Oaks is an author from Knoxville, Tennessee, where she lives with her partner of ten years and their two children. Passionate about storytelling and art since childhood, she enjoys exploring a wide range of genres—from heartfelt romance to sweeping fantasy to chilling sci-fi horror. Her work blends imagination with emotion, inviting readers to escape into worlds both familiar and strange.

For my Aunt Leighanne, whose kindness, strength, and love inspire me every single day.

[image: ]

Linger- Royal Otis

Silver Springs- Fleetwood Mac

Say Yes To Heaven- Lana Del Rey

Breathe(2am)- Anna Nalick

Wide Open Spaces- The Chicks

Ever the Same- Rob Thomas

I don’t want to wait- Paula Cole

Crash into me- Dave Mathews Band 

Kind & Generous- Natalie Merchant

Lost- Frank Ocean

I wanna be yours- Arctic Monkeys 

Hands Clean- Alanis Morissette

Think I’m in love with you- Chris Stapleton

Your love- The outfield

High and Dry- Radiohead

I wish I hated you- Ariana Grande 

Lover- Taylor Swift

Summer



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Ducks. There is something so special about them, for me anyway. Maybe it’s the way they wade in the water, or the way the sun glistens off their green, iridescent heads. The males are the prettiest I must say, but there is also something so magical and heart-warming about the females in the way they nurture their babies, their beautiful, brown feathers always give me such a cozy feeling. I love sitting by the pond on a day like this when it’s sunny and there isn’t a single cloud in the sky, a light breeze to keep you cool. I come to this same park every Saturday, and I’d sit on this exact bench looking out at the water.

Today is like every other Saturday. I think to myself with a resigned acceptance, except this day would not be like any other Saturday or any other day for that matter, because today is the day I met Jamie.



While I’m looking out towards the water, I hear two men chatting about God knows what, and I hear one of the men laugh. As I turn to look at him, our glances meet each other for a few moments before I shyly look away, but my god, the man was beautiful. As he got closer, his wavy, golden-blonde hair billows in the breeze. He was clean-shaven and tall... He was so tall and handsome. 

Is he walking this way? Why is he walking this way! My thoughts begin to race. Maybe he’s just going for a walk? Please, don’t talk to me. I wrack my brain for something to say. Oh, my God, he’s sitting down at the other end of the bench. I’m looking awkwardly at the ground so he doesn’t notice me staring at him. Do I say something to him, or wait for him to possibly talk to me? Oh, well, fuck it.

The handsome man unscrews the top of his water bottle to take a sip, and I manage to blurt something out, “I like your scrubs.”

You had at least 60 seconds to think of something interesting to say, and the best you can come up with is complimenting his work scrubs? Jo, c’mon. He looks at me with a confused yet cute smile and he responds, “Um, what?” 

His emerald green eyes staring right at me. I laugh nervously, “Are you like a nurse or something?” I said as I swallowed hard, tapping my hands on my thighs. A big grin spread across his face as he turned his body towards me, his large hands gripping at the water bottle in his lap. “Nuh uh, nope, I’m a Vet actually. I deal with little, furry friends all day on the regular.” He said, casually taking another sip from his water bottle.

“That’s what I wanted to be as a little girl actually!” I said, making sure to nod my head repeatedly and maintain eye contact while I try to stay calm and collected.

“What about you, what do you do?” he replied nonchalantly.

“Well, I actually deal with furry friends on a daily basis as well except I groom them and you fix them.” I laugh and give him a little wink.

“How funny, so what brings you to the park today?” he asks, continuing the conversation as he props his foot on his knee. I look at him and smile, turning my body more towards him.

“I’ve been coming here every Saturday since I was a little girl. I’m sure I missed a few times here and there as a teenager, but someone close to me passed away not too long ago. She used to bring me here all the time as a kid, that’s how my little tradition started. I also love just sitting here and watching the ducks, they’re so peaceful.”

His face gets more serious and his brow lowers a bit, but his eyes remain locked on mine, “I’m sorry for your loss, it’s good that you’re keeping the tradition going though. I feed the ducks too, they are hungry little things.” 

I nod and laugh, “My God, aren’t they? They really love corn, sometimes I’ll bring a bag of it with me to feed them.” 

Good Job. Way to trauma dump on a hot guy you’ve just met, Josie.

He continues, “Yeah, I always search my car for something, usually chips to give,” he stops suddenly and reaches into his pocket to pull out a vibrating phone, pulling it up to his ear to answer. “This is Jamie... Okay, I’m on my way now,” as Jamie stands up quickly, he shoves the phone back in his pocket. “Well, I’ve got to get back to work, it was nice meeting you.. Uh?”

“Josie.” I said with a smile.

“Right, Josie, it was great meeting you, my name’s Jamie. Maybe I’ll see you around the pond sometime, Josie.” he said with a look on his face that seemed like he wanted to say more.

Is he flirting with me? “Yeah, for sure, good luck with your work thing,” I made the universal symbol for a phone with my pinkie and thumb and brought it to my ear. Work thing? And then the phone-symbol thing with your hand? Don’t be so cringey, Jo. “See ya’ around the pond.” I say with a cheeky smile. Okay, that was a little better.

Jamie waves goodbye to me as he jogs back to the parking lot, and I’m left alone with the ducks and now a bit of a crush as well.

Wow, what was that? That man was so hot that I’d feed my dog chocolate frosting to have him as my Vet. I’m totally kidding of course, but my God, he looks just like Jaime Lannister from that show Game of Thrones. And his name is even Jamie, how convenient. I feel my phone buzzing in my pocket, and I pull it out, I see a text from my best friend Tully.

Tully: Wanna meet at the Market for some burgers and fries?


Me: Sure what tim?



Me: time* sorry

I pack my book and water bottle up in my bag as I start walking back to my car waiting for Tully’s response.

Tully: Here in like an hour?

Tully: Let’s say 5

Me: Sure see you then girlie!

I get back to my car and immediately roll the windows down to let out the hot air, cranking the AC up after starting the car. This was the only month of the year where the weather was even somewhat hot, so I left the windows down for a bit as I drove the car out of the parking lot. I turn the radio up and David Bowie’s Fame is playing on the radio, a song that always makes me want to dance. As I put my sunglasses on, I mere onto the main road that will take me to the market.

I slid into the booth across from Tully practically starving, almost drooling in anticipation. The server arrived a few moments later and set our juicy burgers and salty fries down on the table in front of us.

“I swear, I haven’t eaten all day!” I blurt out, grabbing a good bit of fries and shoving them into my mouth before Tully can even unwrap her burger.

“Same.” Tully smiled. “But, before we stuff our faces, did you listen to the new Taylor Swift album? I’ve had it on repeat.”

I nodded, “Girl, duh, track 7 totally destroyed me. Why does she have to go for the throat?”

We both laugh, Tully finally catches her breath and tilts her head a bit before asking, “So, how was your day today, really?”

I hesitate for a moment, then I feel my mouth curve into a smile as I say, “I actually met someone today at the pond... A guy. And girl, he was so handsome, like ridiculously handsome. And the conversation was flowing well enough, but the vibe I was getting from his eye contact and body language felt like electricity coursing through  my body. I haven’t felt a spark like that since Josh.”

Tully raised an eyebrow, “What? A meet-cute at the pond? That’s so freaking adorable, very Notebook-core. Tell me more!”

“Well, he was actually interested in what I was saying, he was so charming and kind,” I sighed. “Tully, I felt all hot and tingly down there, just sitting a few feet away from him. And then his phone rang, and he had to run back to work. That was pretty much it really.” 

“So, go by his work then. I'm assuming he mentioned where he worked, right? Go to his work, say hello, get his number, easy peasy.” Tully said bluntly.

My eyes widened, “Are you crazy? I’d die. I’m too awkward. Plus, we didn't even have a super long convo’. It would be too weird and embarrassing.”

“Girl.” Tully leaned across the greasy market table, planting her elbows down as she leaned in to slightly whisper to me, “It’s been six months. You have to get back out there. You don’t know what you’re missing. Men... Women... A vibrator can only do so much.”

I choked on my drink a little and then swallowed before bursting into a laugh, “Oh, my God, you’re something else. Am I getting the bill or is it you this time?”

Tully smirks, “I got you this time, girl. I’m pretty sure you got it last time.” 

I’m pretty sure Tully got the bill last time as well, but that’s the kind of friend she was, she knew I was upset and always did everything in her power to make me feel better. We both parted ways as we stood by our cars, giving each other a big hug goodbye. I get into my car and head home, my head still swimming with thoughts of the handsome man I met today. My stomach flutters at just the thought of this man already. and I don’t even really know him. 

I hope I run into you again too, Jamie. 
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The shop has been quiet all week, the low hum of the dryers and the occasional bark echoing in the silence. I kept my head down while brushing out a husky’s thick coat, but the whispers floating through the building clung to me. Layoffs, downsizing, business is slowing. I've worked here since I was twenty. I always knew I wanted to work with animals and since I was too lazy to go to college, being a groomer was a good start. Turns out, I fell in love with the job and became really good at it. I’m happy and content working here at The Cozy Collar. I keep trying to ignore this bad feeling in my gut but I’ve been here for so long surely Dan wouldn't cut me loose. I clipped the last bow onto this husky’s collar and wiped my hands on my apron. That’s when I saw Angie poking her head around the corner.

“Dan wants to see you when you’re done, Jo.” Angie said flatly.

My stomach turned, I nodded then made my way towards his office. My shoes were squeaking across the hard floor. Dan was sitting behind his desk, baseball cap resting on the corner, worry lines carved deep into his face. 

“Hey Josie, come on in.” 

I walk over and sit in the chair in front of his desk, facing him. 

“Look, Jo,” his voice was slow and heavy, “I hate to tell you this. It ain’t about your work ethic or the way you treat the dogs or any of the animals for that matter, you are one of the best. But...” he let out a sharp breath, leaning back in his chair. “We have to let you go.” 

I blinked at him, the words slamming into my chest like a fucking truck. 

“Dan, I’ve been here twelve years, this job is my life.”

“I know, I know,” he rubbed the back of his neck, “If it were up to me, I’d keep you forever but business is drying up. We can’t afford the staff we have, I’m really sorry.”

I shook my head, heart pounding out of my chest. 

“I can take fewer hours or work weekends, whatever it takes Dan, I will do it.”

Dan’s face softened but he didn't budge.

“I wish it were that simple, Jo but it’s not. This is the hardest damn thing I’ve had to do.” 

Anger lit my face. “You’re my Dad’s best friend, we are family.”

He frowned but still didn’t budge. I was going to accept it, but I didn’t need to be happy about it. I stood up tall, looking him in the eyes, “Fine I’ll get my things.”

The office door clicked shut behind me, I could barely breathe and tears filled my eyes. At the front desk Angie stood up, came around and pulled me in for a hug. 

“I’m so sorry, honey. You’re too good not to land on your feet, but remember when one door closes, another one opens.” Yeah well you’re not the one losing your job. I thought to myself as I rolled my eyes into her shoulder. I turn away from her and walk over to grab all the things from my locker and take one last look at The Cozy Collar. I walked out hearing the bell on the door as it closed. The air outside felt heavier. Man, I’m going to miss this place.

I jumped in the car, my hands shaking as I shoved the keys into the ignition, tears filling my eyes as I pulled out of the parking lot. My fingers found the speed dial button by muscle memory. Dad. He was the first person I called when my life fell apart. The phone rang twice before his familiar voice came through the speakers. 

“Hey BG, whatcha doin?” His voice made the dam break. 

“Dad, I just lost my job,” I sobbed. “Dan, let me go.” 

“He what?!” his voice shot up an octave. “For what reason? Why? You’ve been there forever!” He sounded mad and confused. 

“Because of business slowing down, downsizing, whatever.” My knuckles were white against the steering wheel. 

“Dad, I don't know what I’m going to do. I’ve given them twelve fucking years of my life and for what? Now it’s gone.” There was a pause, the kind that told me he was choosing his words carefully. 

“Josie, do you have any savings set aside? You know, if you don’t, you can always come back home to Anchorage. You will never be without a place here, this is your home too.” 

“No, Dad, that’s not necessary.” I said wiping my wet cheeks. “I’ll find something. I’m just so upset right now and coming home to deal with Mom would honestly be my last resort.” 

He sighed, a mix of relief and worry in the sound of his voice. “Well, you know you're welcome back home anytime, Josie. I really wish you would work this thing out with your Mom. She loves you, ya know? “ He said sweetly.

“Yeah Dad, one thing at a time.” I said, a little annoyed. 

“Go home, get some rest and clear your head. You’re so strong, you’ll find something soon.” His voice was soft. “I love you, kiddo.”

A lump rose in my throat again but not of grief, but admiration. 

“I love you too, Dad.”

The call ended, leaving me with nothing but the hum and vibrations of the car. The road stretching out in front of me has an uncertain and heavy feeling. I don’t know what the future holds but I know it will be just fine. When I arrived home, I was greeted by a sharp, demanding meow from my cat, Beanie. His tail flicked back and forth like a tiny metronome. He was clearly mad at me for making him wait. 

“What’s the matter with Beanie Weanie?” I asked, bending down to scratch under his chin. “Did you miss mommy? Hungry for dinner?” He replied with a loud meow, scolding me like: God even my cat hates me today. I sighed as I pulled his bowl from the pantry and cracked open a can of food. The sound of the metal lid made him do figure eights between my ankles. The little impatient thing. 

“Alright boy, give me a second.” As soon as the bowl hit the floor he buried his face in it purring between bites. I popped the can into the trash and headed to the bedroom to let Jazzy out of her crate. She practically exploded out of it. Her big german shepherd paws clicked against the hardwood floors as she leapt up to kiss my face. 

“Hey, Jazz girl, did you miss mommy too?” I giggled and my voice cracked from being so tired. Her excitement always makes me feel a little less heavy. Maybe today isn't as bad as it seems? Jazzy desperate to pee shooting me that look dogs have when holding it takes every ounce of patience. 

“Go pee-pee.” I said as I swung the screen door open. She bolted out into the yard, tail wagging like crazy. The moment the door clicked shut the weight of the day came barreling back. God I really lost my job just like that. How am I supposed to process this? My chest tightened as I walked into the bathroom. I turned the shower on, stepping inside and letting the streaming water burn my skin. My tears blended into the water, and I pressed my face against the tile, trying to just breathe like that Anna Nalick song says. What the fuck am I going to do now? When I eventually stepped out, I dried off and pulled on my oversized Donnie Darko shirt and a pair of worn pj shorts. My pajamas help me calm and feel more relaxed. I grabbed my phone, hands still wet and pruny from the shower and sent Tuls a text. 

Me: I lost my freaking job today. 

My phone buzzed on the sink almost instantly.

Tully: OMG are you okay? Need me to come by? I can bring snacks!?

A tiny smile tugged at my lips despite my horrible aching feeling in my chest and stomach. Of course she offers snacks, Tully knows me too well. I texted back.

Me: You’re sweet, it's cool, I’m tired. You want to meet me at The Sugar Spoon tomorrow for coffee? 

She replied fast. 

Tully: Yeah, be there at nine.  

I sat my phone down on the charger by my bed, as I’m pulling the covers down and climbing in, I heard Jazzy scratching and whining at the back door.

“Coming, Jazz.” I yell. She came running in with her usual bouncy self following me back to the bedroom, while Beanie strutted behind her as if he owned the place. They both hopped onto the bed without hesitation, Jazzy sprawled out on the bottom of the mattress as Beanie rested by my side. Beanie’s steady purring filled the room as I stroked his slick black fur. My eyes are starting to get heavy. Maybe tomorrow will be better, It has to be. My breathing matched his purrs as I drifted off to sleep. 
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The next morning sunlight spilled across my face. I squinted and rolled over, catching sight of the alarm cock. I can’t believe I live somewhere that gets up to nineteen hours of daylight in the summer. 

8:15 AM 

“Oh, shit!” I groaned, bolting upright. Fortyfive minutes before I’m supposed to meet Tully at The Sugar Spoon and I didn't set an alarm! I jump out of bed, feet hitting the cold floor as I stumble towards the bathroom. My phone buzzed in my hand - ding. A text from Tully.

Tully:ARE YOU AWAKE? 

Tully: Are we still meeting at nine?

Me: Yes, see you at 9! 

“God, I hope I don’t look like a zombie when I get there.” I mumbled plopping down on the toilet. While the shower steamed up my tiny bathroom, I rubbed my face trying to wake myself up. Man, I gotta hurry. Coffee better be waiting for me, Tully. I hopped in the shower, scrubbed up faster than humanly possible then jumped out dripping onto the floor. I brushed my teeth with one hand while towel drying my hair with the other. Beanie’s loud meow drifted into the room.

“Yes, Beanie, I hear you, Mommy is running late!” I called spitting into the sink. Jazzy’s nails clicking against the hardwood and her cold nose nudged my calf the second I stepped out of the bathroom. 

“Okay, Okay, everybody gets lovins before I go.” I bent over to give Beanie a good chin scratch and ruffled Jazzy's ears. Now for clothes. I yank open the closet like it might magically produce an awesome outfit. 

“Why does it always feel like I have nothing to wear?” My reflection in the wall mirror looked unimpressed, hair sticking up wild in all directions. 

“You’d think I wrestled a bear in my sleep.” I mumbled as I worked out the tangles with my brush. Finally running out of time I settled on my reliable combo. Jeans, a plain grey tank, my blue and green flannel. Cool summer mornings in Seward weren't to be underestimated. Converses. Keys. Purse. 

“Bye Beanie, Bye Jazzy, Oh crap.” I froze my hand on the door. Jazzy’s tail wagged like she thought she was coming along.

“Not today, girl.” I sighed, ushering her towards her crate. 

“C’mon, come on, crate time, mommy will be back soon I promise.” After a treat and some lovin she padded inside. Finally I grabbed my phone off the island and then threw it in my purse. 

“Alright! Keys, purse , door.. Wait, let me make sure I grab my pho- got it!” I blew out a breath. Okie dokie, coffee. Here I come. 

I pull up to The Sugar Spoon, my little Honda vibrating as I slide into a spot at the end of the lot. The sea breeze smell hits me along with the scent of coffee. It’s that good you can smell it from the lot. I glance down at my watch.

8:56. Right on time, which of course means Tully is already here. That girl has never once been late since I’ve known her. Hopefully she found us a table because the parking lot is jam packed. Seward might not be a big town but it feels like the entire population congregates at this coffee shop every morning. Coffee is basically religion here. Tugging at my flannel against the damp air walking to the entrance of the shop and I can even smell the pastries today. The bell above the door jingles as I enter and heads turn in my direction. My cheeks blush instantly. Okay, hello yes its me the girl who lost her job yesterday carry on with your croissants people. Now where is Tully? 

My eyes scan the coffee shop weaving through flannel shirts, fishermen boots, laptops sitting on tiny square tables. Blonde hair, tattoos. Blonde hair, tattoos. There! By the big oval window looking out at the harbour. I see her hand waving to me, the sun catching on her sleeve of ink. I hurry over smiling and pull my chair out across from her.

“Hey, girl.” I say. 


“Hey yourself.” Tully slides a steaming mug toward me that has a flourish. 




“Hazelnut latte, baby.” 



“Oh my god, thank you Tuls,” I wrap my hands around the mug that's hot to the touch. Maybe caffeine can cure joblessness, worth a try. “I desperately needed a pick me up today.” 

Tully arches an eyebrow, “Sooo, tell me all of it. What happened? What are you going to do? And don’t -” She points a finger at me stubbornly, “Don’t say you're leaving Seward and going back to anchorage, Josie. Two hours is too far. You belong here with me at this harbour, I can’t lose my bestie to the big city.” Her voice was tight with worry. I laugh softly.

“Slow down, Tully. I’m not going anywhere. I promise, girl. Even if I have to get a job at The Sugar Spoon, I will.” Though honestly, I’d spend my entire paycheck on cakes and buttery things. “But yeah he just said business was slowing down, couldn't afford to keep all his employees. Apparently, I wasn’t ‘core staff’.” I try to smile. Tully softens her face. 

“Jo, I’m so sorry. That’s such bullshit but listen, we got this if I hear anything I’ll let you know right away.” 





“Hell at this point, I’ll go fishin’.” I laugh.



The bell over the door dings again, and I glance up out of habit and nearly choke on my latte. Jamie. Oh no no no, not now. Not when my hair is a frizzy mess and there is a hole in my flannel sleeve. Our eyes meet from across the room and he tilts his head slightly, a smile forming on his face. I instantly dart my gaze down to my coffee as if it has the answers to the universe. My cheeks are growing warm. Tully notices.

“Whats going on? What am I missing? Who is it?” she exclaimed in a whisper tone.


“No one, just the duck guy.” I say. 



Tully confused. “The duck guy???” “Yes, god, the guy I met at the pond we both enjoy ducks. I mean, that was basically our entire conversation.” I say nervously. 

“Oookay, the duck guy,” Tully says. Tully swivels her chair every which way, head tilt to the left, head tilt to the right. “Is that him in the scrubs?” She asked.

“Yes, now turn back around before he notices you gawking at him.” I hissed.

She spins back giving me a wicked grin. “Well, I get it. I’m definitely a lesbian but I'd make an exception for that man.” 

My head in my hands, “Jesus Christ, Tully.” 

“Did he see you?” She asked. Peeking through my hands.

“Yes, we made eye contact.” I say nervously and now to my horror, Jamie is at the counter grabbing a pastry, and oh, my God, headed straight toward us. 

“Oh shit, he’s coming over. How do I look?” I whisper, fixing my hair behind my ear. 

Tully smirks. “You look fine, just breathe, be cool. Which for you.. It will be extremely hilarious to watch.” Before I can glare at her, Jamie is standing there tall, his golden hair beaming, and his green eyes lit up with recognition. My god he smells good, so good, like soap and sandalwood. Makes me wonder what his lips taste like. 

“Hey,” he says, bringing me back to reality. “Didn’t I meet you at the pond the other day? Josie, right?” I smile big. “Yep, that's me.” 

“I knew, I knew that smile.” His grin widens. “Couldn’t forget it. You work at The Cozy Collar too right?” 

“Uhh, not anymore, They let me go yesterday.” I shrug, “So now I’m unemployed.” Josie, how embarrassing. Get it together.  He gives me a concerned look. 

“I’m sorry to hear that but I'm actually looking to hire someone for a vet tech position. It’s on the job training. It also pays really well if you’re interested and you’d be around animals all day which I figured you're used to.” I blink, my mind malfunctions for a second. Did he just offer me a job? 

“Well yeah, that sounds great! Wow.” He pulls a card from his wallet and hands it to me. 

“Come by tomorrow around eleven thirty. I’ll take my lunch then, show you around and then we can talk about all the details.” His eyes crinkle at the corner when he smiles. “Looking forward to seeing you, Josie.” 

I smile. “Thank you, really. I’ll see you tomorrow.” As he walks away I turn back to Tully who’s eyes are sparkling like a fat kid who loves cake. 

“Oh, he likes you.” She giggles. “And you like him. This is literally a Hallmark movie unfolding before me. I don’t know if I should gag or clap.” 







I roll my eyes but inside my tummy is doing summersaults. Why was he so nice to me? Does he feel sorry for me? Does he treat everyone this way? His smile is so addicting and his smell. I can get used to both of those things. 

“You better show up to the date or whatever it is tomorrow and I want every single detail.” She winks. 

“It’s not a date.” My eyes roll. ”But don’t worry, you will get every single detail. I just can’t believe this happened. I’ve lived here for twelve years and never met him. Now I’ve seen him twice in one week?” 

Tully smirks, “Sometimes it’s fate.”

I smile and side eye her. “Speaking of fate, how are you and Kim?" I ask.

Tully smiles and bites her lip. “We’re wonderful. You know, her birthday is in two weeks. We are thinking of having a little party at the house, you’d come right?”

I crinkle my nose. “Of course, I’m coming just text me the details.”

“Alrighty, Jo.” Tully looks at her phone. “ Damn, it's nine thirty. I have a client at ten wanting a cut and purple hair, pray for me?” She pushes in her seat making her way to hug me. “ Love you, text you later.” 

I smile and move into the hug. “Love you, thanks for the latte.” Tully looks back at me and winks as she opens the door to leave. Is it fate? Why am I feeling this connection with a stranger? And Oh my god. What am I going to wear tomorrow? 
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Today is just getting started and my nerves are already dancing around like they’ve had multiple cups of coffee. I really need to find an outfit for the interview tomorrow. It’s not a date. Why did Tully say that? Typical Tully, she loves getting me stirred up and then laughing about it later. I can picture her smirk when she teased me and I laugh and shake my head. She knows me too well. 

There aren't many shops in Seward but that little boutique in the corner, Bay Breeze, is my best option. I push the door open and the little bell dings above my head and that instantly makes me feel welcome, like you've stepped into your grandma's living room. The place smells faintly of vanilla candles and sea air and the racks of clothing leaning against the walls in neat organized rows.

“Welcome to Bay Breeze.” The owner chirps from behind the counter. She is a petite woman with a kind smile and a messy bun that somehow looks intentional. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

I flash her a sweet smile. “No, thank you. I’ve got it, but I’ll let you know if I need any help or if I get lost in the fishing gear.” 

She giggles and I walk deeper into the store brushing my hand along the hangers. It’s mostly fishermen gear, thick flannels, sturdy jeans, the kind of stuff that smells like campfires and boat fuel. Not exactly what I would want to wear to the interview but tucked on a rack I spotted a pair of trustee khakis and a soft grey dress shirt. It’s more like a blouse, practical and safe. This is perfect. And hey I can pair it with my new gray vans and call it business casual, small town chic? 

I’m walking back to checkout when something yellow catches my eye. A dress not just any dress, a sunshiney, soft yellow one with lettuce trimmed hem. My favorite. It looks like summer bottled into fabric, playful and sweet all at one time.I feel myself getting excited. “Oh my gosh,” I whisper to myself, pulling it off the rack. “This would be perfect for Kim’s birthday party.” and it’s a medium, my size, meant to be.

“Did you find everything you need?” The owner asks when I set both outfits on the checkout counter. 

“I did, thank you!” I’ve got an interview tomorrow, so I believe this will work great for that and this dress,” I hold it up dramatically over my body. “This is love at first sight.” 

She laughs.“That’s going to look great on you, that yellow really pops with your dark hair.” 

“Right? I think it’s perfect.” I say folding it as if it’s made of gold. 

Normally, I do most of my shopping online, scrolling through options while half asleep, but today didn’t give me that luxury but honestly? I’m glad, there’s something kind of nice about picking something out in person and feeling it in your hands. I thank her again, bags in hand, headed out to my car. The evening sun bounces off the water in the distance and for a second I feel hopeful like maybe just maybe things are going to get better. I’m going to find my place in life. That thought makes me grab my phone. Dad will want to know. He’ll be so excited for me. I dial his number and it rings longer than usual. Finally, someone picks up. Mom. 

“Hello, Josie dear.” 

“Mom?”  

“Yes”, she says briskly, Like she’s been expecting me to call.

“I heard you lost your job. I knew you couldn’t handle being out there on your own. Being a groomer wasn’t the best idea anyway you need to do better for yourself, and want better for yourself. I raised you better.”

Except you didn’t raise me, Dad did.

“Seward is too small, it will swallow you whole, stay there long enough and you’ll end up hauling fish into a boat.” I clench my jaw so tight it could crack, and my eyes roll so far back I might need surgery to get them unstuck. Classic mom. Zero support. Infinite criticism.

“Mom,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Can you put Dad on the phone, please? This is his phone. I did call Dad.” 

“He’s in the shower,” her voice irritated. “Listen, Josie. I want to talk and try to work things out, we should meet for lunch.”

“I don’t know, Mom. I’ll think about it. I’ve got a lot going on in my life right now.” 

Translation: I don’t need your drama on top of my already chaotic brain. There is muffled movement and then her voice again.

“David, Josie’s on the phone!” A second later the phone shifts.

“Hey Jo, you okay?” Dad’s voice is warm and steady. Instantly softens my edges.

“Hey Dad, this guy I met is a Veterinarian and he offered me a Veterinary Tech position with on the job training! The pay is good and my interview is tomorrow. I just went and bought an outfit for the occasion. I don't know, but I feel really good about this.”




“Oh, baby girl, that's wonderful,” His voice lights up, “You’ve always loved 



working with animals. This could be exactly what you need, I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks, Dad.” My chest swells with warmth. “You can tell Mom if you want, though, uh, why is she answering your phone?”

“Josie,” he says with a sigh. “She’s your mother, I forgave her and you should too. I can’t have this conversation again. You two need to make amends. I don’t need all this stress at my old age.” 

“You’re right, Dad. I’m sorry, not to her, but to you.” He scoffs, but in that amused dad way. “I love you, kiddo and good luck tomorrow.”

“Love you too, Dad. Bye.” I hang up, smiling despite the frustration in my chest.

God, why does Mom have to insert herself into everything? 

She’s never once told me she’s proud of me. Not once. Not to mention her running off and leaving me and dad. If it weren’t for Sunny, my aunt and dad’s sister, I don’t know if we would’ve made it. Honest to god, Sunny was the glue. She was fun and fiery, always cooking, laughing and talking to strangers like she’d known them her whole life. She practically raised me when my mom wasn’t around. I miss her so much it still hurts. 

On the drive home, I flip through radio stations until Paula Cole’s ‘I don’t want to wait’ pours through the speakers. My hands instantly slap the wheel in excitement. “Yess.” I belt out every word, completely off key, windows down, sea breeze filling my car. For three minutes, I’m not stressed. Just a girl singing her heart out to this 90’s anthem. When I pull into the driveway Jazzy's barking from her crate but, when I open the door, Beanie greets me with an indignant meow, like where have you been bitch?

“Okay, okay,” I laugh, scooping him up. “I missed you too, Beanie Weanie.” After feeding him, I freed Jazzy from her crate. She wiggles against me. Tongue out. Ears up. Tail wagging. “Hey, Jazz,” I say sweetly, clipping her leash on. 

“Want to go for a walk with mommy?” Her tail wags in approval. 

We stroll down to the water, the sea breeze salty and cool. Smells like summer in Seward, Alaska. My stomach growls at the scent of fried fish wafting from The Salty Shack and I crave it instantly.

“One fish and fry please with a sprite.” I tell the worker who looks like he’s been annoyed since the day he was born. The dog and I found a good table by the water. I eat slowly watching the boats bob against the dock, until I'm bursting at the seams, I’ve got just a few bites left. I break them apart and toss them up to Jazzy who catches the pieces mid air. 

“Was that tasty girl?” I laugh scratching her ears. She licks my hand, tail wagging and for the first time all day my nerves settle. Tomorrow will come and I’ll be ready. Tonight it's just me, my little zoo and the cozy sound of the sea. That is until my phone dings. 

Josh: Can I come by and get my records? 

You’ve got to be kidding me. I need this man to get out of my life and stay there.

Me: yeah sure, can you be at my house at 8? 

My thumb hovers over send for a second. God, why am I even letting him come over? I don’t want to see him. I broke up with him for a reason but maybe it’s better this way, let him grab his things, get closure and finally be gone. Tomorrow can be a fresh start. A fresh start on me, on my life. No more Josh. No more drama. No more feeling lonely. New job. New me. Hopefully. His reply pops up seconds later. 

Josh: okay c u then. 

C U then? Seriously ? Can he not text like an actual grown adult ?

I dated this man for 7 years and he still texts like a teenager. And he cheated. Seven fucking years of my heart and he cheated. I tried to forgive him, I really did. He cheated on me during one of the most difficult times of my life. It was right after Sunny’s death. When he should have been there for me instead, he was getting some from his ex, Jessica. And now everytime I look at him I see her and it kills me. It makes me want to hurt him like he hurt me but I could never do that. Still Josh is stupidly handsome. Fisherman energy. Tall, dark and handsome. He smells like salt water and crab half of the time. Which is kind of gross so I’m kind of hoping he stinks tonight that way I won’t be tempted to release this 6 months of sexual tension I have on him. If we’re being honest, the sex was amazing. He knows things. 

No, nope, Josie, stop. You will not sleep with him tonight, you're better than him. Do not give into the fisherman swoon and manipulation. 

I hop into the shower. Full hair wash. Full shave, rinsing the soap and shampoo and then re-rinsing, because I can’t show up to an interview tomorrow smelling like I gave up. Just as I’m rinsing the conditioner out of my hair the doorbell rings. My stomach drops 

“Shit, he’s early!” I rush out, water still dripping down my body, towel drying my hair, throwing on my robe. My heart is pounding as I pat to the door. When I open it, there he is. 

“Hey, Josie.,” Josh gives me that smile. That maddening, cocky familiar smile. 

“Sorry I’m a little early figured it would be okay? I’m not interrupting anything am I?”

His eyes drop straight to the neckline of my robe, his gaze lingers and my cheeks flush. 

Of course, he notices, of course. 

“I was taking a shower, but sure, show up whenever you’d like.” I shoot back, rolling my eyes. My tone is sharp but my pulse is betraying me. Damn, he doesn’t stink. He smells good. He looks good. I step back motioning inside. “Your box of records is in the kitchen corner by the table.” As I pull off the towel from my hair and let the wet strands fall down my back, he follows me through the kitchen into the living room, with his eyes too.

“You look good.” he says softly, almost surprised. “Are you okay? I’ve really missed you. I’ve been trying to call and text but can never seem to get in touch until tonight. That thing with Jessica was just a one time thing. I haven’t seen her since. I want you to know that.” His voice drops as he steps closer. Too close. My throat tightens when his hand brushes my arm. 

“There is nothing to really talk about. You hurt me, Josh, when I needed you the most. I needed you to be patient with me but you decided to be selfish.” My voice cracks, my eyes dropping to the floor. 

“I miss you," he murmurs, his breath warm against my cheek.“ I miss everything Josie, how you taste and how you feel. I’m sorry if I could take it all back I would.” 

Oh God help me. I haven’t had sex in 6 months and this is the first guy to touch me, my ex.  His fingers tug at the straps of my robe, sliding it off my shoulders. Goosebumps rise along my skin as his tattooed fingers trail down my chest, my stomach, lower. His lips start to trail down with his hands slow and deliberate, like he’s savoring me. My robe is already parted, the cold air brushing my skin but his mouth is burning me up. With every kiss lower until I’m gasping before he kisses me where I need him to the most. I should stop this. I should definitely stop this. This is Josh the man who shattered me, but when his tongue finally slides between my folds, my body betrays me with a sharp and desperate moan. 

“God, Josie,” he groans as we fall into the couch, Josh on his knees looking up at me. “You’re soaked.” 

Don’t listen, don't let myself melt. This doesn’t mean anything but oh, it feels so damn good. His tongue works my body like he’s apologizing. Trying to erase every wrong with every swirl and I hate him for it, hate him for knowing me this well, hate myself for letting him but it feels so good. He’s pleasuring me and I’ll take it.   

“Fuck yes, right there.” The words slip out of me before I can stop them and he doesn't stop; he pins me there, against the couch, relentlessly dragging me over the edge. I’m seeing stars as the orgasm rips through me. For one selfish, blinding minute, I don’t care about him or Jessica or the seven wasted years. For one selfish minute, I just take. And when it’s over and I come back into my right mind, I shove his hand away standing on my shaky legs. My robe slides dangerously low, but I don’t care. I grab his box of records, thrust it into his chest.

“You thought you were coming over here to fuck me, didn’t you?” He blinks, caught off guard, then smirks.

“Well you did open the door in your robe, what did you expect?” The heat in my chest turns to fury. 

I laugh, “Are you serious, you think this is on me?” My voice shakes louder and sharper. “ You’re a piece of shit. I’m not falling for your manipulations anymore but thanks for making me cum. You can leave now. ” 

His jaw tightens, and then he says it, the line that makes my blood run cold.

” You weren’t even touching me anymore. Two weeks, Jo. Two damn weeks not a kiss good morning not a kiss good night. No contact. You shut me out. Don’t people normally wanna fuck when someone dies?  Don’t they wanna feel human contact? What did you expect me to do? I get grieving but seriously come on.”

For a moment, nothing but silence, the words echo like a slap, my chest burns, my throat so tight and then it breaks out of me louder than I’ve ever been.

“You were supposed to love me, you selfish bastard!” I scream, tears running down my cheeks. “I was grieving. I lost one of the most important people in my life and you couldn’t keep it in your pants for two weeks? That’s not love Josh, that’s you showing me exactly who you are.” He tries to say something, tries to reach for me, but I step back, shaking my head. My voice cracks, but the steel in it is unmissable.

“I never want to see you again. Ever. This-” I gesture between us, my robe half open, my body still trembling from what he just gave me. “Wasn’t about you, It was about me, me taking something back before I slammed the door on you for good. You don’t get to spin this into my fault, you don’t get to blame me.” I yanked the door open, shoving the records against his chest.

“Get out. Now.” He hesitates like he thinks if he lingers I’ll cave again, but when I scream my voice raw and ragged, “Get. Out!” He finally stumbles back, eyes wide. I slammed the door in his face, locking it with my trembling fingers. My chest heaves, my hands shake for a split second, guilt stabs me, but then anger surges again, and I let out a huff.

“Goodbye Josh.” I whisper into the silence. 
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Chapter 5
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Walking into Miller Creek vet clinic, I tug nervously at the sleeve of my cardigan. The bell above the door jingles quietly and I can’t help but wonder who or what this place is named after. Miller Creek? Is it just a pretty name or oh, God what if it’s his name? I walk up to the receptionist desk and put on my best polite smile.

“Hi, I’m here to meet Jamie for an interview.” The receptionist looks up from her computer, friendly and efficient. 

“Dr. Miller will be with you shortly. Go ahead and take a seat.”

Dr. Miller? My stomach turns, wait is Jamie ‘the Dr. Miller’, so this is his clinic. He’s the big shot, everyone in town talks about, great, fantastic. I’m not just interviewing with Jamie, I’m interviewing with Dr. Miller. Oh God, what have I gotten myself into? I glance at the time 11:28 just a little early, not desperate, just punctual? My foot taps against the tile floor as the anxiety creeps in. What if I freeze up? What if he doesn’t think I’m qualified? What if I say something dumb? A door opens and pulls me out of a spiral. A lady emerges, holding the leash of a fluffy white little dog. Jamie, Dr. Miller, is walking her out, his voice warm and easy. As he reassures her about her dog’s recovery they exchange goodbyes and then his eyes catch mine. That smirk, that kind of smirk that says he knows something you don’t.

“Hey Josie,” he says with a subtle wink at the corner of his eye “why don’t you come on back here and I’ll show you around.” He looks at the receptionist and says, “ Give Dr. Pryce all of my clients until I return.”

The nerves and my stomach tightened into butterflies, did he just wink? He definitely winked, stay cool, Josie. I bounce up from my chair with a smile that might be a little too big and awkward.

“Hey, it’s good to see you. I’m gonna be honest, I’m a little nervous.” I admit in a low voice. He chuckles, slow, and knowingly rubbing his chin as we step side by side down the hall.

“I was wondering if you were going to show up,” he teases glancing down at me “You didn’t text me, I mean, I didn’t tell you to, but I did give you my personal number. Figured you might have a few questions, but then,” his mouth curved slightly.  “I thought maybe you just wanted to discuss everything face to face.” 

This man and his flirting. Face to face, oh, he definitely knows what he’s doing. I glance up at him through my lashes, cheeks warm.

”Oh definitely, yes I’m interested. I just didn’t want to be annoying or overstep by texting you before the interview.” My laugh comes out light and nervous. He smiles at that, unlocking his office door with a little key.

”Text me anytime, Josie.” 

The way he says my name, is a little too long like he’s tasting it. He motions me inside. The office is cozy, sunlight, spilling across shelves lined with books and framed photos of animals. I sink into one of the comfy chairs, tucking my legs neatly together while he stays standing, reaching for a candy on his desk. He plucks out a piece of candy from the candy jar and pops into his mouth, watching me like he’s studying my reaction. 

“So,” he says seriously, his tone dipping into a playful mockery. 

“Are you ready for all of my crazy interview questions now?” 

Crazy questions, great. This should be fun or maybe dangerous. Why does it feel like he’s interviewing me for more than just a job? Jamie leans back against his desk, arms crossed, studying me in the unhurried way that makes my skin hot. His hair falling into his face, giving him that bad boy vibe. 
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