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This had to be a record.

What the heck happened? How did I end up in this mess? For crying out loud, I just moved here. Tell you what, let’s do a recap, shall we? In less than twenty-four hours I had managed to alienate family members I never knew I had, run afoul of the local cops, AND land my sorry rear end in jail accused of—you’ll love this—theft and murder. Oh, I mustn’t forget that my name is now on a set of adoption papers making me the legal guardian and owner of... 

You know what? I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me start from the beginning.

My name is Zachary Anderson. Zack to my friends. I’m forty-three, six feet tall, have brown hair (with more gray than I care to admit), blue eyes, and I’m reasonably built (especially for someone my age). How? I have a date with my elliptical five nights a week, which I have learned I really shouldn’t miss.

Why would you care about how I look? The short answer is, you don’t. So why bother telling you? Because it’s my story and it helps set the scene. I could go into details, but you really don’t care to hear about that. Besides, I have a nasty habit of veering off topic. I’ll try to keep it under control.

As I was saying, I try to keep myself in good shape. Not only for myself, but for Samantha as well. At least, I used to.

My darling Samantha. We had been childhood sweethearts. We married right out of high school, much to our family’s chagrin. My own mother decided the marriage would never last, seeing how both Samantha and I were incredibly strong willed. Over twenty years later our marriage was still going strong. We lasted well past our family's expectations and then some. Nobody gave us a chance, but we made it. Siblings, friends, even my own parents’ marriages crumbled in front of our eyes. Not us. Our love for each other was special. Unique. 

Six months ago, in less time than it takes to say ‘I told you so’, Samantha’s SUV unexpectedly swerved into oncoming traffic and collided head-on with a semi, effectively ending the utopia we had created together. The stink of it was no one could find a reason why. Had Samantha lost control of her car? Had she suffered some type of medical trauma? A seizure, maybe? The investigators were beside themselves trying to figure out what had happened. It was the only logical explanation, they said. The problem with that line of thinking was Samantha had been in perfect health. 

Before you suggest mechanical problems, I know it wasn’t her SUV. I had just bought her that car two months prior to the accident. It had been running perfectly. Had the detectives been able to examine it, they would have backed me up on that. However, there hadn’t been anything recognizable left after the collision.

Yes, the wreck was that bad. Thankfully, I was told Samantha had been killed instantly. More than likely she never knew what had hit her.

With a heavy heart I packed up our house and sold it, along with ninety-five percent of the contents, just as soon as I was able to function again. I had to get out of there. Everything reminded me of Samantha, and the last thing I wanted to do was fall back into a funk. I needed a change of scenery. I had planned on finding a quiet corner of the desert to bury myself in my work when ...

Oh. I should mention what I do. I’m a self-employed writer. A storyteller. Before I tell you what kind, however, I should warn you that you’ll probably be surprised. Really. When I tell you, don’t laugh, and don’t judge me. 

I’m a romance writer. I, uh, discovered I have a knack for writing them, the real steamy kind. Before you jump to any conclusions, I'm not the typical back room writer of dirty books. I am a legitimate author just trying to make a living, so get your mind out of the gutter. These are genuine, R-rated stories that appeal to men just as much as they appeal to women. I know. Much to my dismay I’ve had just as many male fans write to me as I’ve had female fans.

I learned that romance readers were voracious and snapped up anything that had an attractive, scantily clad couple on the cover. They’d preorder the next book in the series before even finishing the one they were presently reading. That was the type of market I wanted as my readers.

It’s not something I’m proud of, but the pay is good. So good that it enables me to stay self-employed and set my own hours. I just don’t volunteer any specifics about my profession. The last thing I want to admit is that behind a computer, I’m known as Chastity Wadsworth.

I can’t have it known that a guy, and a boring, normal guy such as myself, was the person behind that outlandish pseudonym. So that’s why I chose an exotic nom de plume to pen all my romance novels. The steamier the overall image, the more sales they tend to make. 

I said, no laughing.

Ah. I can just hear you now. You’re wondering what Samantha thought of this unusual profession. Would you be surprised to learn she thought it was hysterical? She encouraged me to make the books just as steamy as they could be without pushing them into mainstream erotica. 

Trust me, guys, when you’re an author, and your wife suggests making your novels as sensual as they could be, it can only be a good thing. Our lives were perfect. Until that damn day when ...

Sorry. See what I did there? I saw the tangent coming and veered back on track. You’re welcome. 

Back to the story. I was feeling depressed. I lacked motivation. Inspiration. My novels reflected that. As a result, for the first time ever, my sales began to drop. After a few months I had become desperate to reverse the worrying trend. The problem was, I knew what was dragging me down. Samantha’s death. However, that wasn’t something I could quickly bounce back from. I challenge you to lose a spouse and see how great you feel about it.

Thankfully, that’s when news came that would forever change my life. Whether or not it’s for the best has yet to be determined.

I received a letter from some attorney I didn’t know, living in a city I’ve never heard of, telling me that due to Samantha’s death, I had become the sole beneficiary of a large estate that included a private winery in southwestern Oregon. I had to ask the attorney if he had the right guy. As far as I was aware, neither Samantha nor I had any ties to the Pacific Northwest.

As it turns out, I was wrong. You’ll soon see that I’m wrong quite often. Anyway, my wife had a great aunt living up there, and as fortune would have it, the old lady had passed away. Great Aunt Bonnie had left her estate not to her kids, which is what I would have expected, but to us. Specifically, the two of us. I had thought the request was odd, but the attorney assured me he had his facts straight. Apparently, Aunt Bonnie had been adamant. Samantha and I were specifically named as the only two she wanted to leave her estate to. Why? I don’t know. I suppose I’ll never know. Unfortunately, thanks to Samantha’s accident, I was it.

So I had a choice to make. After months of sluggish book sales, with numerous reviewers telling me I had lost my unique edge, I could either try to reinvent myself in the deserts of Phoenix, or I could pull up stakes and move north for a complete change of scenery. With no ties left in Arizona, and no desire to be constantly reminded of my wife’s tragic demise, the decision was an easy one. I moved.

If I had known then what I know now, I would have reconsidered my decision to move to the Pacific Northwest. 

* * *
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My first day as an Oregonian started as you would have expected. It was raining. It was raining when I crossed into Oregon, and it has been pretty much raining ever since with only brief patches of sunshine. Grumbling, I checked the forecast. Guess what? There was a one-hundred-percent chance it was going to rain tonight, tomorrow, and for the next ten days. Guess I should’ve checked the Weather Channel to see what I was getting myself into. Apparently, there’s a reason why the Pacific Northwest stays so green. The amount of rainfall Oregon receives is in no way exaggerated.

Thankfully I didn’t have to lift a finger to move my stuff. Not only did I not bring much with me—the attorney had indicated that the house I had inherited was fully furnished—but I had also hired movers. I had a great time sitting on my rear playing traffic cop for a bunch of guys that were bigger than me.

Oh, yeah. I guess I should have mentioned this, as if you couldn’t figure it out based on my chosen profession. I’m lazy. I could afford the movers, so why not have someone else do all the work? I’ll bet the company never had to haul such a small load across that many states before. 

Hey, I’m paying your bill. You may put that box over there, please.

I hadn’t even had a chance to go through the sprawling house yet, let alone unpack the small stack of boxes the men had deposited in one of the bedrooms, when my day started to turn for the worst. Everything happened so fast. The attorney had met me at the house at the same time the movers had arrived. He had me sign a stack of paperwork and then dropped a ring of keys into my hand. Thirty minutes later, I was telling the guys where to put all my crap. 

I had just watched the moving van drive away when the phone rang. Answering it gave me a welcome surprise. It was the last voice I had ever expected to hear in Pomme Valley, Oregon.

“Zack! What’s up, bro? Is it really you? Did you really move to Pomme Valley?”

“Who is this?” 

“It’s Harry!”

“Harry? Harry Watt? I’ll be damned. You’re kidding! You’re in Pomme Valley, too? What are the odds the two of us would end up in the same dinky town?”

Harrison Watt had been a classmate of mine during my second set of high school years. I guess I should explain. No, I didn’t flunk out and repeat any years. I had attended school in the same school district from second grade all the way through the tenth. However, as luck would have it, I had been forced to move away and therefore attend a new high school for my junior and senior years. Harry had been part of the group of friends I had hung out with after the move. What the hell he was doing all the way over here, in the same Podunk little town that I had moved to, was beyond me. As long as I had him on the phone, I guess I should ask a few questions, huh?

“How long have you been living out here, Harry?”

“Five years now. I love it out here.”

“How did you even know I was here? I literally just watched the movers drive their truck away. I haven’t unpacked or anything. How’d you get my number?”

“First rule of living in a small town. Get used to the fact that everyone knows everything about you.”

“Well, that’s ... unsettling. What in the world possessed you to move out here, Harry?”

“I might ask you the same question, pal. As for me, I’m a respectable part of the community now. Can you believe it?”

Absolutely not. Harry was the biggest troublemaker I had ever met. Stolen street signs, borrowing cars without permission, petty theft, you name it, he did it. In fact, now that I think about it, not once did I ever hear about him landing in jail or even getting questioned by the police. I had always assumed he had some sort of inside connection at the police department. Turns out I was right. You’ll find out how in just a little bit.

“Not in a million years, pal.”

“You ought to stop by so we can catch up. We can grab a bite to eat. Whataya say?”

“Sure. Just remember I’m new to town and haven’t a clue where everything is yet. Where would you like to meet?”

“Why don’t you stop by my office?”

“You say that as though I know where you are.”

“I’m on the corner of Main and 5th.”

“How about some directions?”

“Get with the times! Don’t you have a smartphone? Tell it to give you directions.”

I had a smartphone, only it was smarter than I was. I missed my old flip phone.

“No problem. I’ll find you. I want to check out the town anyway.”

“You weren’t kidding, were you? Is this your first day here? You’re going to love this town. See you in, what, an hour?”

My sense of direction was terrible. I needed some time to check out the area.

“Why don’t we make it noon? I’ve got to open an account at the bank, set up the utilities, pray that this town has a faster internet connection than dial-up, and run a few other errands. It’ll give me some time.”

“Sounds great, pal. I’ll have Julie meet us there. She has her lunch hour at noon.”

“Julie?”

“Yeah, my wife. Didn’t I tell you I was married?”

“You? You’re kidding! I seem to recall you swearing off relationships after Tami Bowen dumped you.”

“Ah. Tami. I had forgotten about her. Just do me a favor. When you meet Julie? Try not to bring up anything that might make me look bad. My wife hasn’t even touched the tip of the iceberg when it comes to my youth.”

Lunch was starting to look up.

“Sure thing.” I crossed my fingers. Harry had embarrassed me on more than one occasion. I smelled payback. “Whatever you say.”

While I’m hopelessly navigating through this quaint little town, looking for City Hall, a grocery store, a pizza joint, and several other businesses that were on my ‘must find’ list, I should tell you what the internet taught me about Pomme Valley. Or PV, as the locals call it. 

Less than 3,000 people call PV home. I have to admit that when I saw those numbers after I Googled the city, I almost spewed my drink all over my laptop. It’s a small city. A very small city. I’ll even go so far as to say that it’s a really freakin’ small town. There were only two traffic lights in the entire town. I know. I counted ‘em. Hell, there were more than twice that number of lights just getting from my old house to the gas station back in Phoenix. 

Main Street consisted of a neat row of shops on either side of the street. Cute, artsy-fartsy shops were offering any number of bizarre trinkets, woven rugs and blankets, and strange sculptures being passed off as art. In fact, as I drove by the small shop with the bright purple door, I swore I could see crime scene tape forming an ‘X’ over the door. I chalked it up to some artists wanting to express themselves. Hippies, all of ’em. 

I parked my Jeep in a parking lot off of Oregon Street and stepped out into the fresh cool air. The street name had me turning back to see if my eyes were playing tricks on me. Oregon Street? Really? Yep. I had read that right. Not very original, guys.

I figured that if this small town were to have a pizza joint and—please, God—a Chinese restaurant, then I should find them somewhere on this street. Main Street was the busiest road in town and after driving around for a few minutes, I could see why. The clouds had parted, allowing the sun to peek through for a while. As a result, tourists had poured out of nearby buildings and flocked the sidewalks in droves. Senior citizens adorned in Hawaiian shirts, khaki shorts, and sandals (most were wearing socks—if my fashion sense ever stoops to that level you have my permission to shoot me) were wandering up and down the sidewalks. Where had they come from? Look at all of them! They could have only come from ...

A large tour bus suddenly appeared and pulled up to an open curb. It blared its horn once and the doors opened. Thank God. It was time for the fashion-challenged to go home. 

A new stream of visitors poured out of the bus. Within moments I was fighting a losing battle, trying to swim upstream in a sea of people moving in the opposite direction, anxious to get where they’re going before it started raining again. Fed up with the massive amounts of tourists, I ducked into the closest shop.

My stomach growled as my nose reported in; it had approved of my choice of businesses. I had just stepped into some type of coffee shop. While not a fan of coffee, my nose easily picked up the scents of pastries, baked goods, and something that smelled like homemade soup. I glanced at the sign on the window. Wired Coffee & Café. Cute. If I bought something then I could hang out in here to see if the mass of people subsided. I winced as I caught a whiff of freshly brewed coffee. I could only hope they offered coffee-free drinks.

“What can I get for you today?” a bright, perky girl asked. Her smile brought out her dimples, which gave her a girl-next-door look. She also looked to be no older than sixteen.

“Do you sell soda here?”

The young girl blinked at me a few times before her head swiveled to look at a point behind me. I turned to look and saw one of those new-fangled soda machines that could produce hundreds, if not thousands, of flavor varieties. I really shouldn’t order anything else since I would be grabbing lunch with Harry, but those bagels looked fresh and appealing. A snack certainly wouldn’t hurt anything. 

“Roger that. I’ll have a large soda, please. Hmm, you know what? That pumpkin bagel looks good. I’ll take that, too.”

The teen smiled. “Of course. What kind of cream cheese would you like? We have mixed berry, chive and onion, salmon, and honey.”

“Salmon? Seriously?”

The girl reached under the counter and grabbed a plastic container. She pulled the lid off, revealing a mass of whipped pink goo inside. She reached for a spatula and was ready to dip it in the nasty looking mess when I finally regained my wits.

“Whoa. Wait. No salmon. I didn’t even know they made that flavor.”

The girl replaced the tub and looked expectantly at me, spatula held at the ready.

“Um, don’t you have plain?”

The girl seemed confused.

“Plain? Sure, I guess. I don’t get many requests for that. Let me look.”

As soon as she finished slathering on a layer of cream cheese that had to be an inch thick, the girl rang me up, handed me an empty cup and a small paper plate with my bagel. I made my selection from the complicated soda machine and sat down at the nearest empty table. 

Don’t judge. I know what you’re thinking. I happen to like bagels with cream cheese, washed down with a cool, refreshing soda. I never said I was a health nut. 

“Sure are a lot of ’em out there,” a voice commented from my right. 

I turned to see a guy younger than me wearing wire rim glasses, a blue long-sleeved, button-down shirt, jeans, and black sneakers. Some type of tablet was sitting on a magazine directly in front of him. He was casually sitting at the table next to me drinking some type of coffee-laden drink that probably had six different names to it judging by the number of letters the girl had written on the cup.

“I’ll say. Listen, what’s the deal? I saw a bus outside dropping them off. What’s going on?”

Just then we both heard what sounded like a semi-truck releasing the pressure in its air brakes. Shocked, I turned to inspect the surroundings. The stranger studied me as though I was the one responsible, which I wasn’t. That’s when I heard a chorus of giggles coming from behind me. The stranger and I turned to see a table full of red-faced women. They were all wearing identical purple floppy hats. 

“Yikes,” I mumbled. “Lay off the bran, ladies.”

The stranger slapped a hand over his face and quickly faced forward. He looked at me and grinned.

“Are you visiting?”

“Actually, no. I just moved here earlier today. I haven’t even finished unpacking yet.”

The guy nodded. “Ah. You’d be the one who moved into the Davies place. You’re the new owner of Lentari Cellars, aren’t you?”

“Lentari Cellars?”

“Seriously? You didn’t know?”

I frowned.

“I haven’t had time to go through the papers the attorney gave me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

The guy held out a hand.

“Spencer Woodson. You can call me Woody. Everyone does.”

I shook Woody’s hand.

“Zack Anderson. Nice to meet you, Woody. How did you know I just moved here?”

“This is a small town. We get lots of visitors but few regulars. When Ms. Davies died earlier this year everyone wondered what would happen to the winery and her estate. Everyone assumed that there’d be a big auction and the estate would be broken up. I guess we were all wrong.”

“Sorry, there won’t be any auctions,” I confirmed. “Ms. Davies was my late wife’s great aunt, so that makes her family. I wouldn’t feel comfortable selling her things.”

“Did you know the estate came with its own winery?”

“I knew about the winery,” I admitted. “However, I had never heard what it was called. Lentari Cellars. Has a nice ring to it.”

“They produced the best Syrah I have ever tasted,” Woody told me, with a grin.

“What the hell is shurraw?”

“Syrah. It’s a type of red wine oftentimes made with black berries or black currants.”

“You know a lot about wine,” I said.

“Everyone in town does,” Woody said, taking another sip from his cup. “Pomme Valley may be known for our apple farms but coming in a close second would be our wines. Let me guess. You’re not a wine lover.”

“I can’t stand it,” I admitted.

“You moved to the wrong place, my friend,” Woody said. “Don’t you see all those people out there? They’re here for the annual wine tasting festival. Free booze. Why do you think they were all bused in?” 

“They’re all here to drink wine?” I asked, amazed. 

Wine. Ugh. Why’d it have to be wine? I can’t stand the stuff. I’d rather drink a huge glass of prune juice, and don’t get me started with that nasty crap.

“You really don’t like wine?” Woody asked, taking a long sip from his tall paper cup. Clearly my non-wine drinking kind is in the minority here.

“Not at all.”

“Yet you moved here knowing you had inherited a winery.”

“I didn’t know the whole town was a bunch of connoisseurs,” I protested.

Woody grinned. “Not all of us are. So, are you going to sell it?”

“What? The winery? Why, do you want to buy it?”

“Not me, no thanks. I already have a business. I own and operate Toy Closet just down the street.”

“You sell toys?”

“Think of it like a hobby shop. I stock model trains, rocket engines, and even some old D&D stuff.”

“D&D?”

“Yeah, you know. Dungeons & Dragons. My parents played it when they were kids.”

Jesus. I had played it when I was a kid. That meant I’m old enough to be this kid’s father. How depressing was that?

“So, um, are there people who still play?”

Woody nodded. “There are entire communities out there that live and breathe D&D. If they’re willing to buy then I’m willing to stock.”

“Wait. Are you telling me that there are people in Pomme Valley who actually play D&D?”

“Of course. I’m Dungeon Master of our local chapter. If you ever want to get involved, let me know. I’ll get you a seat at our next game.”

When pigs fly, pal.

“Yeah, okay. Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

“Did you hear all those sirens earlier?”

My ears perked up. Sirens? I hadn’t heard any sirens, had I? 

“No. What happened?”

“Poor Zora.”

I took a sip of my raspberry lemon-lime vanilla soda and glanced once more at the passing crowds.

“Who’s Zora?”

“Zora Lumen owns 4th Street Gallery. She’s a little strange, like not all lights are on upstairs, if you know what I mean.”

Sure I did. There are people like that everywhere. Every family had at least one pear in the apple barrel. Come to think of it, mine had two.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. What about her?”

“Her place was robbed and her assistant was killed!”

“What? Here? You’re kidding! That’s the last thing I would expect to happen around these parts. Wait. Does her gallery have a purple door?”

Woody nodded. “Yep. A very garish purple door, if you ask me. Then again, no one really understands Zora’s style.” He shook his head, pushed his thin silver glasses up the bridge of his nose, and scratched at his goatee. “This is the first murder PV has seen in over fifty years!”

“When did this happen?” I wanted to know. Had it been today? Last night? What was stolen? I guess I should be asking my new friend those questions, right? “You said her place was robbed. Any idea what was taken?”

Woody nodded. “They’re calling it PV’s crime of the century. Emelie Vång’s newest, most dazzling object d’art was in the gallery and it was stolen. Maybe you’ve heard of it. It’s called Bengál.”

Great. He’s talking about art. There’s a subject that I know next to nothing about. Someone must have really wanted to... Wait. Emelie Vång? I stand corrected. I had heard of her. She’s the Swedish glass artist that’s taken the world by storm this past year. I’ve even seen a couple of her pieces. Weird, abstract blobs of glass with intense swirls of color nestled within its heart. Wow. Listen to me, huh? For a second there I sounded like I knew what the hell I was talking about.

But, I shouldn’t lose focus. Back to the problem at hand. Did you hear what Woody had said? Someone had been murdered there. Leave it to me to bring a piece of Phoenix’s violence to Small Town, USA. 

So, some piece of glass was stolen. Why? How long had it been here? Better yet, why would a world-famous artist have ties with a local art gallery here in Nowhereville, Oregon? Had this Bengál thing been on display? Why hadn’t it been stored more securely?

It didn’t add up. 

“You okay?” Woody asked as he tipped back his cup to finish off his drink.

Whoops. I was caught zoning. Again. 

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. This Bengal thing that was stolen...”

“Bengál,” Woody interrupted, once more adding emphasis on the second syllable.

“Whatever. What’s it look like? How big is it?”

“It’s a tiger.”

I let out a snort.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious. Can you give me anything more than that?”

In response, Woody pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a couple of times, and then handed it to me. There, on the screen, was a picture of Bengál. It was an ugly thing. Not one of Ms. Vång’s better works, if you ask me. 

Conveniently enough, someone had laid a yardstick next to the glass sculpture in the picture. It was 38 inches long and about 20 inches high at its highest point. The tiger was in a crouch, as though it was ready to pounce on some hapless prey. The body was mostly clear, as though I was looking at pure water, but I could also see that some coloring had been added, giving it a faint purplish hue. The tiger’s front legs, however, were a slightly different color. Instead of purple I could see an orange-reddish coloring. Like burnt cinnamon.

I snorted derisively. Burnt cinnamon? Where had that come from?

The tiger’s rear legs were faint blue. I couldn’t see any black stripes anywhere, but I did see how the surface of the sculpture was wavy, rippled. It definitely gave the tiger the appearance of having stripes without having any black color anywhere on the piece.

The more I stared at the piece, the more it grew on me.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” Woody asked. “I didn’t like it at first but the more I see it, the more I like it. I just wish whoever took it would put it back.”

Woody took his phone back, swiped his finger across the screen, and returned it to me. A new image appeared. This was a close up of the tiger’s head. The first thing I noticed was the tiger only had one eye. The other eye, the one that was there, looked an awful lot like a ruby, leading me to believe the other eye had been pried loose and stolen. 

“You’re wondering about the eye, right?” Woody asked. “Everyone does. Ms. Vång insists the tiger has the other eye squeezed shut.”

“She insists?” I repeated, frowning. “You’re saying you’ve talked to her?”

“Of course. She visits PV often.”

“Why? Does she live here?”

Woody shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s supposed to be Swedish so I would have assumed she lives in Sweden. As far as PV is concerned, everyone has speculated on Emelie’s connection, and how she knows Zora, but no one really knows.”

The owner of Toy Closet pushed back from his table and gathered his things, namely the tablet and the magazine.

“Back to the salt mines. Wish me luck. Hey, if you really are going to sell Lentari Cellars, I know several people that would probably be interested.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. Someone wanted the winery? The analytical portion of my brain made a mental note to research old Aunt Bonnie’s winery to see if there was some hidden value somewhere I didn’t know about. I watched Woody leave and decided I should be on my way, too.

I found the bank, opened all the necessary accounts, and found out from the teller that the city’s utilities were all handled by City Hall. Naturally it was on the other side of town. I guess I shouldn’t complain. I probably could have walked there. In fact, you know what? Judging by the number of people milling about and crossing the street wherever they felt like it, it’d probably be safer if I didn’t drive. Besides, it was time to find Harry’s office. This was a small town. I should be able to find it without any problems. 

Wait. His office? What did he do, anyway? Had he said? I shook my head. I couldn’t remember. Oh, well. Guess I’ll find out soon enough.

“Excuse me,” I said as I put my ID and all other necessary cards back into my wallet, “but do you have any idea where I might find the offices of Harry Watt?”

The teller blinked at me a few times.

“Harry Watt? Dr. Harrison Watt, the vet?”

I’m sure my eyebrows just shot up.

“Doctor? Harry? You’re kidding.”

“He’s been the only veterinarian in town for several years now, ever since Doctor Ruckman retired.”

Harry was a doctor? Unbelievable. Apparently, the teller must have sensed my skepticism.

“He’s a very good vet. Do you know Doctor Watt?”

“I do. He’s an old friend from high school.”

“Oh! He told me about his twenty-five-year reunion coming up. You must be so excited!”

Age jokes. Why do I always get hit with the age jokes? I don’t look that old, do I? Punk teeny bopper.

“Dr. Watt’s clinic is just down the street on the right. It’s on the corner of Main and 5th. That road right out there is 3rd. It’s two blocks over.”

I thanked the snarky teller and waded my way back into the throng of people milling about outside. I longingly looked back in the direction of where I had parked my Jeep and briefly considered going back for it. Just then the traffic light at the corner turned green and a whole mess of people hurried across. In both directions. There were so many people that they didn’t fit within the painted lines on the crosswalk and therefore spilled over. 

I wasn’t about to try and drive in this chaos. I’d just have to suck it up and walk.

I found myself outside the building at the corner of 5th St. and Main just before noon. I looked at the single story professional office that sat on the corner. It had a large chain link fence—my first clue that I should never have stepped foot through that accursed door—wrapped around the perimeter of the property and then I saw several more sections of fence further dividing up the yard. Each narrow section had strips of grass, a small house, and a large water bowl.

Again, I know you’ve figured out what you’re looking at, but for me, sadly, it took a little while. I glanced at the outdoor kennels and didn’t think anything of it. He was the vet, wasn’t he? Maybe he wanted to provide the recovering dogs a place to enjoy the fresh air. Outside. 

Yeah, you’re right. I was stupid. Not one of my better days.

I gazed at the sign, which read Watt’s Vet Clinic & Animal Shelter. I shook my head in amazement. It was true. Harry was a vet. No matter what his credentials were, there was no way I was calling him ‘Doc’. My poor brain was already short circuiting just thinking about Harry in his new role. In a white doctor’s coat. 

I strode into the clinic and immediately looked around. While clean in appearance, there was no mistaking the telltale smell of a strong disinfectant. I can only imagine that something bad must’ve just happened in here. Thankfully, it had already been cleaned up. But, that didn’t stop me from automatically checking the bottom of my shoes.

Good. Nothing there.

“Good afternoon,” a woman cheerfully told me. “How can I help you today?”

She was about my age, tall (for a woman—about five-foot-nine), and had short brown hair. 

“I’m looking for Harry Watt,” I announced.

“Of course. You must be the friend of his he told us about. Are you Zack?”

I nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

“He told me to send you back to his office. It’s right through that door there and it’ll be at the end of the hall. It’ll be the only door you see.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

I opened the door and froze in my tracks. My mind flashed back to the “Animal Rescue” part of Harry’s sign and groaned. That sneaky jerk. The back part of Harry’s clinic was where he kenneled all the dogs waiting to be adopted. The dogs were all lined up, in perfect military precision, as if they were in the middle of an inspection. They were sitting in straight lines on either side of the aisle and were staring straight at me.

Okay, I don’t know about you, but it’s been my understanding that most people will actively avoid visiting the pound, or any type of place where they adopt animals, because one look at the helpless dogs staring—imploring—at you to look into their eyes will melt even the coldest hearts imaginable. If I looked at any of these dogs, then I just knew I’d end up adopting one of them. It’s in my nature. I’ve always liked dogs, only I’ve never owned one. So, I needed to walk forward, keep my head down, and ignore everything around me.

I could smell the dogs, and I had to admit, Harry ran a clean clinic. I couldn’t smell any traces of dog poo back there, but I could smell the dogs themselves. While not really offensive, I could tell that several of them could use a bath.

A collar jingled alarmingly close. Another dog yipped excitedly. I almost looked up at that one. My eyes narrowed to slits. I was practically squinting. I was almost to the door! One quick turn of the knob and I’d be home free!

Movement in my peripheral vision attracted my attention. I could tell that a dog had just appeared and was now watching me. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just did. I could feel those two canine eyeballs boring through the back of my skull. 

Then I heard it. An unmistakable sigh, and it had come from the dog that had just appeared. Once more the rules flashed through my mind:

1. Don’t move your eyes from the floor. 

2. Don’t make eye contact. 

3. Under no circumstances should you ever, EVER pet the dog.

Break the rules and presto, you’ll find yourself with a new roommate. Well, I didn’t need a dog and I didn’t want a dog, so it’s eyes on the floor for me. However, that sigh had sounded so human! It spoke volumes. That sigh said the poor fellow wanted a permanent home and had resigned himself to never having one.

I couldn’t help it. The move was automatic; reflexive. I looked.

The owner of that sigh was a breed of dog I had only seen on dog shows, not that I watched many dog shows. It was a short, squat little fellow with an elongated body, short, stumpy legs, and no tail. The ears were small, erect, and tapered to a rounded point. The fur was thick and luxurious, but not long, and consisted of a beautiful mix of black, orange, and white.

Beautiful? Did I just call a dog beautiful? Dang! No. No. I will not like you, dog. Keep your charms to yourself, do you hear me?
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