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“TINKER, SIT DOWN.”

He didn’t listen, but that was no surprise.

I unwrapped Tinker’s leash from my leg. The golden retriever had a mischievous look in his eye as he darted between my legs and proceeded to run circles around only my right leg. I tightened my grip on both Margaret’s and William’s leashes before I told Tinker to sit for the tenth time. The Welsh Corgi and Beagle in my left hand obliged me by sitting down on my left foot.

“Tinker, sit!”

Tinker sat and gave me his best innocent look, his tongue hanging out of one side of his smiling mouth.

“Don’t look at me like that. You know what you did,” I told him as I untangled the leash.

It was around lunchtime, my regular dog walking hour, and I was walking my third batch of dogs. I had already walked Bobo the Basset Hound, Sammie the Boxer, and Theo the black Labrador. Before I walked Bobo, Sammie, and Theo, I’d walked two Chihuahuas and a Dachshund. Thanks to their nervous dispositions I liked to walk them first and save their owners the risk of finding an accident inside the house.

The Willow Loop houses had plenty of green space to walk the dogs and a designated dog park area where I could let them run free. It was the perfect spot to play fetch and run around with the dogs without fear of them getting hit by a passing car.

I looked forward to my midday outings with the motley crew as I had started to call them. The fresh air, the exercise, and the company were the perfect trifecta. In the morning and afternoon, my time was spent hunched over my work table or counter, so getting out for some exercise was the perfect side job. Willow Loop was the nicest neighborhood in town, so it was a beautiful place to walk, and I loved spending time with the dogs.

I didn’t have a dog of my own, only a beta fish named Beulah. My apartment complex strictly forbade pets of any kind—including fish. I didn’t mind ignoring that rule for Beulah. Besides, it was a lot easier to hide a beta fish than a barking dog.

“Come on, kids. Let’s get you home so I can get back to my real work.” We started walking toward Margaret and William’s house. The warmth of midday caused sweat to roll down my back. Ninety-five-degree Oregon heat wasn’t anything to be laughed at. I tried to peel my T-shirt away from my sticky skin while still keeping a hold of the dogs—not an easy task.

A loud bark took my attention away from the sidewalk where I had been carefully avoiding the cracks. Hopefully my mother would appreciate the lengths I went to, to keep her healthy.

A man walking a giant white polar bear was racing toward us. He looked surprised, and his tie was flopping over his shoulder. It was a strange dog walking outfit—slacks, crisp white shirt, tie, and shoes not meant for running.

It looked like the white blob was dragging along its owner. I double wrapped the leashes around my wrists so I could keep all three dogs close to my side so the strange pair could pass us.

Except ol’ whitie had something else in mind.

He veered to the left and jerked his handsome owner face first into a lamppost at the edge of the sidewalk. The man released the leash and the big beast made a final leap toward me. He leapt over William and Margaret. Large paws landed on my shoulders, knocking me backward over a cowering Tinker and a barking William. I landed flat on my back in somebody’s front yard. A small shrub jabbed me in the back.

I reached up to protect my throat and face in case the dog bit, but it was too late. It was already smothering me in kisses and whining happily in my ear.

“Are you all right?” a man’s voice asked. “Dog, come here. Come.”

The Great Pyrenees glanced over his shoulder, decided to ignore his owner, then lay down on top of me, resting his big head next to mine. I thought I might be staring at a mirror of my own chocolate-colored eyes, except this dog had perfected the “pity me” look.

I glared at the bulldozer as the three dogs, still attached to my arms, ran around in a frenzy, barking and sniffing the newcomer. It felt like they might tear my arms off with their excitement.

The man’s attempts to calm everyone down were futile.

I snapped my fingers in front of his dog’s face. “Off.”

The dog heaved a sigh before it stretched and pulled itself off me.

The man latched onto the leash and pulled the dog close to the lamp post where he tied it off. He hurried back to me and helped untangle my legs from the leashes so I could stand.

“I’m incredibly sorry about all of this. I had no idea he would react like that.” The young man’s black hair that had obviously been styled earlier was now running amuck in all directions. I had the overwhelming urge to straighten it for him.

The man reached under my arms and lifted me onto my feet. He kept apologizing profusely as he brushed grass and leaves from my shorts and shirt. Too bad all the leaves and grass were clinging to my sweaty clothes. This wasn’t the outfit I wanted to be wearing when I met an attractive man. I felt underdressed for the occasion.

“You have a little something right here.” I pointed to his face where blood was running out of his mouth and dripping steadily onto his crisp white shirt.

He swiped at his mouth with a white sleeve then shrugged it off as if it weren’t a big deal. “That lamp post didn’t like me. Where are you hurt? Is your back okay? What about your legs? Did you twist your ankle?”

His words were mumbled as he spoke around bloody lips.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” I asked. I was fine. I’d barely been scratched by that pesky shrub, whereas this guy took a steel post straight to the head. I stared into his blue eyes that were starting to look a little cross-eyed. He swayed as he pulled a leaf off my shoulder.

He stopped brushing off my clothes and stared into my eyes. “You’re so pretty.”

Those were words I would have loved to hear coming from him any other time, but I studied his glazed over eyes and decided he must have hit that post harder than he let on. Then I noticed the bump on his forehead—it was swelling rapidly. “I think you have a concussion.”

“Snow I don’t. I just need to take my cat home.”

I leaned my head around him to glance at the big white dog sitting by the lamp post. “Cat?”

“Cat? Did I say cat? I meant donkey. No, dog. I meant dog.” He reached up to rub his head and pressed the heel of his hand against the big knot. I winced when I saw the look of pain cross his face.

“I think I should call nine-one-one.”

“No, don’t call nine-nine-nine. You fell up too. I mean down. Oh, you’re hurt! If you’re hurt, we can take you to the hospital if you want.”

I patted his arm. The poor guy was worried about me even though he was the one bleeding everywhere with a bump on the head. “Okay, you need to sit down and rest. I’m just going to call a good friend to come help.”

He grimaced as he touched his forehead again, his eyes bouncing back and forth. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed 911. I didn’t want him lying down and dying on me.
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