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​Chapter 1: The Dust Settles
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The familiar, faded sign loomed at the edge of town, a stark white against the deepening twilight. "Welcome to Oak Ridge," it proclaimed, the paint peeling like sunburnt skin, revealing the weathered wood beneath. Weston Gentry’s knuckles, white-knuckled against the steering wheel, were the only outward sign of the maelstrom churning within him. His battered pickup, a veteran of countless miles and questionable repairs, coughed and sputtered its way onto Maple Street, each rumble of the engine a jarring echo of the life he’d left behind. Oak Ridge. The name itself felt like a half-forgotten melody, tinged with both sweetness and a bitter, lingering ache. It was a place he’d sworn, with the fervent conviction of a young man convinced of his own invincibility, that he would never darken again.

The rodeo glory, once a constant, intoxicating hum in his ears, felt like a phantom limb now, a sensation that was there but no longer truly connected to him. A dull, persistent throb radiated from his hip, a constant, unwelcome reminder of the bull that had changed everything. But the physical pain, as insidious as it was, paled in comparison to the heavier, more suffocating burden of regret. He wasn't the conquering hero anymore, the golden boy with the world at his feet. He was just Wes, a man returning with little more than the worn-out clothes on his back and a fractured sense of self, the scent of dust and defeated dreams clinging to him like the grit on his truck’s dashboard.

––––––––
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THE WORLD HE’D ONCE commanded, a world of cheering crowds and adrenaline-fueled nights, had imploded, leaving behind a wreckage of injuries, poor decisions, and a mountain of debt that loomed larger than any rodeo arena. The roar of the crowd had been replaced by the sterile, impersonal quiet of physical therapy rooms, each agonizing stretch and repetition a stark testament to his fallen status. And then there were the bills, the hollow echo of unpaid invoices that seemed to mock his former bravings. He was adrift, a ship without a rudder, his identity inextricably tied to a persona that had evaporated like mist in the morning sun. The bull rider, the idol, the man who’d seemed destined for greatness – that man no longer existed, or at least, he existed only in the painful recesses of Wes’s memory.

––––––––
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HE DROVE SLOWLY, DELIBERATELY, letting the familiar streets of Oak Ridge wash over him. Each storefront, each porch light, each overgrown garden seemed to whisper stories of a life that had continued without him. He saw faces through the windows, fleeting glimpses of people he’d once known, people who were now strangers. He wondered if they recognized him, if they remembered the boy who had once shot for the stars. Or worse, if they remembered the man who had crashed and burned, leaving a trail of broken promises in his wake. The anonymity he’d once craved in the vastness of the rodeo arena, the freedom to be just another rider in a sea of competitors, now felt like a cruel, isolating punishment. This invisibility, this being a ghost in his own past, fueled a despair that coiled in his gut, a stark contrast to the blinding spotlight he had once commanded. He was worth nothing beyond the confines of the bull-riding ring, and the thought gnawed at him, leaving him questioning his very essence.

––––––––
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HIS DESTINATION, HOWEVER, was not a ghost of his past, but a beacon of his present, albeit one cloaked in complicated history. The Oak Ridge Veterinary Clinic. The sign, familiar yet alien in this new context, had once symbolized life, healing, and a future he'd promised himself. Now, it represented something far more humbling: a new beginning. The building itself stood as a quiet monument to the life he’d left behind, a life he’d willingly abandoned in his relentless pursuit of rodeo glory. He approached it with a mixture of apprehension and grim determination, a far cry from the confident swagger that had defined his rodeo days. The air grew thick with the scent of antiseptic and the comforting, earthy aroma of animal fur, a olfactory paradox that mirrored the turmoil within him.
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HE PARKED THE TRUCK, the engine finally falling silent, leaving an unnerving quiet in its wake. The clinic’s imposing presence, a sturdy brick structure with large, inviting windows, now felt like a judgment. He took a deep, shaky breath, bracing himself for what lay ahead. He was bracing himself for the cold shoulder, for the well-deserved disdain, or perhaps, most unnervingly, for a pitying glance that would only serve to deepen his sense of worthlessness. The clinic, a place of life and healing, was about to become the stage for an awkward, charged reunion, a tangible reminder of broken promises and the relentless, unforgiving march of time. This was it. The moment of truth. He stepped out of the truck, the gravel crunching under his worn boots, and walked towards the clinic door, each step heavier than the last.
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THE CLINIC DOORS SWUNG inward with a gentle chime, announcing his arrival to the quiet hum of machinery and the occasional soft whimper from one of the kennels. The interior was exactly as he remembered, yet subtly different, polished and organized, exuding an air of quiet competence that was both familiar and daunting. The scent of antiseptic, a sterile counterpoint to the underlying aroma of fur and hay, was stronger here. A sleek, modern reception desk stood where a more utilitarian one had been, a testament to progress and, he grudgingly admitted, success. Behind it, a young woman Wes didn’t recognize, her blonde ponytail swinging as she typed diligently on a computer, looked up with a polite, professional smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

––––––––
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“CAN I HELP YOU?” SHE asked, her voice crisp and efficient.

––––––––
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WES CLEARED HIS THROAT, the sound rougher than he intended. “I’m... I’m here to see Dr. Lane.”

––––––––
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THE RECEPTIONIST’S smile faltered for a fraction of a second, a nearly imperceptible flicker of something that might have been surprise or recognition. “Dr. Lane is with a patient. Please have a seat. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

––––––––
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HE NODDED, FEELING a ridiculous urge to fidget, to check his reflection in the polished surface of the desk, to somehow transform himself into a man worthy of being here. He scanned the small waiting area, his gaze lingering on framed photos of beaming families with their beloved pets, each image a testament to the lives he’d once intertwined with Jovie’s. A particularly poignant photo of a golden retriever, its tail a blur of happy motion, caught his eye. He remembered that dog. Daisy. Jovie had nursed her back to health after a terrible accident, staying up for days, her dedication a quiet fire that had burned brightly even then.

––––––––
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HE SANK INTO ONE OF the plush chairs, the faux leather cool against his worn jeans. He tried to appear casual, to project an air of calm, but his heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped bird. He could feel the eyes of the receptionist on him intermittently, a subtle assessment he couldn’t quite shake. Was she wondering who this man was, this stranger who looked so out of place in their serene, animal-loving haven? Or did she know? Did she know the history that clung to him like a shroud?

––––––––
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THE WAITING FELT INTERMINABLE. Each tick of the clock on the wall seemed to amplify the deafening silence. He replayed conversations in his head, imagined scenarios, prepared for every possible reaction from Jovie. Would she be angry? Hurt? Indifferent? The thought of her indifference was perhaps the most painful of all. He had wounded her, deeply, and he deserved whatever icy reception she chose to give him. But a part of him, a foolish, hopeful part, yearned for something more. A flicker of understanding, a hint of the woman who had once loved him with an unwavering devotion.

––––––––
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THEN, THE INNER DOOR creaked open, and she appeared. Dr. Jovie Lane. She was taller than he remembered, or perhaps she’d always carried herself with such poised authority that she seemed to command more space. Her auburn hair, once a wild cascade he’d loved to run his fingers through, was now neatly pulled back into a practical, professional bun, accentuating the sharp intelligence of her features. Her eyes, the same deep hazel that had always held a spark of mischief and warmth, were now veiled, guarded, a fortress built against the storms of life. She was dressed in her scrubs, a light blue that did little to soften the professional distance she projected.

––––––––
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SHE STOPPED JUST INSIDE the doorway, her gaze sweeping over him, an almost imperceptible pause before it landed on his face. There was no shock, no immediate surge of emotion. Just a quiet assessment, a professional observation that sent a shiver down his spine. He saw the flicker of recognition, swift and deep, but it was quickly masked by an impenetrable calm. She looked like a stranger, a successful, composed woman who had moved on, built a life, and perhaps, he hoped with a desperate ache, forgotten him.

––––––––
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“WES,” SHE SAID, HER voice steady, devoid of any outward tremor. It was the voice of a doctor addressing a patient, polite, professional, and utterly distant.

––––––––
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HE STOOD, HIS MOVEMENTS stiff and awkward. “Jovie.” The name felt foreign on his tongue, a relic of a past life. “Thanks for seeing me.”

––––––––
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SHE INCLINED HER HEAD slightly, a gesture that was both polite and dismissive. “I understand you’re here about the position.” Her gaze was direct, unwavering, a challenge and a shield all at once. “My receptionist mentioned you were inquiring about groundskeeping.”

––––––––
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HE SWALLOWED, THE LUMP in his throat making it difficult to speak. “Yeah. That’s right. I heard you might need some help.” He tried to inject a casualness into his tone, but it fell flat, sounding hollow even to his own ears. “I’m... I’m looking for work. Something steady.”

––––––––
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SHE STEPPED FULLY INTO the waiting area, her presence filling the space with a quiet tension. He could feel the subtle shift in the atmosphere, the unspoken history that hung between them like a heavy mist. She crossed her arms, her expression unreadable. “Steady work,” she repeated, the words echoing in the quiet room. “Oak Ridge isn’t exactly a booming metropolis, Wes. Opportunities aren’t exactly... plentiful.”

––––––––
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HE MET HER GAZE, TRYING to project a confidence he didn’t feel. “I’m not looking for anything fancy. Just something to keep me busy. Something I can do.” He gestured vaguely with his hands, then quickly dropped them to his sides.

––––––––
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A SMALL, ALMOST IMPERCEPTIBLE sigh escaped her lips. “The grounds do need attention. Fences need mending, the kennels require upkeep, the landscaping could use some serious work. It’s not glamorous, Wes.” Her eyes met his again, and for a fleeting second, he saw a trace of the old Jovie, a flicker of something akin to pity, quickly extinguished. “It’s hard work. Physically demanding.”

––––––––
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HE NODDED, HIS HIP giving a low thrum of protest. “I can handle it. I’m not afraid of hard work.” The irony of the statement was not lost on him. He’d once considered the sheer physical exertion of rodeo to be hard work, a far cry from the back-breaking labor he was now offering to do.

––––––––
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SHE STUDIED HIM FOR a long moment, her gaze intense, probing. He could feel her weighing him, assessing him, perhaps searching for a ghost of the man she had once known. The silence stretched, taut and charged, punctuated only by the soft whir of a distant fan and the occasional rustle of papers from the receptionist’s desk.

––––––––
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FINALLY, SHE SPOKE, her voice low and measured. “Alright, Wes. I’ll give you a chance. I need someone to manage the grounds. It’s minimum wage, full-time hours, if you can handle it. You’ll start Monday. Ten o’clock sharp.” She paused, her expression hardening slightly, drawing a clear line. “But let me be clear, Wes. This is a professional arrangement. Nothing more. I expect you to do the work, show up on time, and stay out of the way. No distractions. Understood?”

––––––––
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HE FELT A WAVE OF RELIEF so potent it almost made him dizzy, quickly followed by a pang of something akin to shame. He’d expected her to turn him away, to tell him to get lost, to remind him of everything he’d done. Instead, she was offering him a lifeline, however precarious. “Understood, Jovie,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Thank you.”

––––––––

[image: ]


SHE OFFERED A CURT nod, her gaze already drifting towards the inner door. “Then I have to get back to my patient. We’ll see you Monday.”

––––––––
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AS SHE TURNED TO LEAVE, Wes found himself compelled to speak again. “Jovie...”

––––––––
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SHE PAUSED, HER HAND on the doorknob, but didn’t turn around. “Yes, Wes?”

––––––––
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HE HESITATED, THE WORDS catching in his throat. What could he possibly say? “Just... thanks.” It was inadequate, a pathetic offering, but it was all he had.

––––––––
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SHE REMAINED SILENT for a moment, then pushed the door open and disappeared into the clinic’s depths, leaving Wes alone in the waiting area, the echoes of her professional dismissal ringing in his ears. He was in. He had a job. A humble, back-breaking job, but a job nonetheless. And he was back in Oak Ridge, back in Jovie’s orbit, the dust of his past settling around him, the long ride home finally over, or perhaps, just beginning. He walked out of the clinic, the chime of the door a soft farewell, and stepped back into the fading light, the weight of his decision settling heavily upon his shoulders.

The ache in Wes’s hip, a dull, insistent thrum that had become his shadow, was a constant, unwelcome souvenir of the bull named Ragnarok. The doctors’ sterile prognosis—a severe labral tear and significant cartilage damage—had ended his career, leaving him with mounting bills and a new acquaintance in a stern physical therapist named Brenda. He moved through Oak Ridge now like a ghost. He'd seen Mrs. Gable and his old friend, Mark Jenkins, but their polite nods and quick evasions spoke volumes: the golden boy was a broken man, a cautionary tale. He had his lifeline, this minimum-wage post at the clinic, but the quiet determination settling over him was hard-won. The long ride home was over, but the work—the work of mending fences, both physical and emotional—was just beginning.

She wrote something on the notepad. "Sarah will show you what needs to be done."

––––––––
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A WAVE OF RELIEF, SO profound it was almost dizzying, washed over him. He had a chance. A small, fragile chance, but a chance nonetheless. "Thank you, Jovie," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "Thank you. You won't regret this."

––––––––

[image: ]


SHE GAVE HIM A FAINT, almost imperceptible nod. "Let's hope not," she said, her gaze lingering on him for a moment longer before she turned and walked back towards her office. The door closed softly behind her, leaving Wes standing alone in the quiet waiting room, the scent of disinfectant and animals filling his lungs, a sense of grim determination settling over him. The dust was starting to settle, but the path ahead was still shrouded in the long shadow of the veterinary clinic. He had taken the first step, a step back into a life he had once abandoned, and he knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the bone, that this would be the hardest ride of his life.

The Oak Ridge Veterinary Clinic loomed before him, a sturdy, practical structure that seemed to absorb the very sunlight it reflected. Its faded robin’s egg blue sign, once a symbol of hope and shared dreams, now felt like a taunt, a painted accusation against the backdrop of his shattered reality. Wes Gentry, a man whose former life had been defined by the thunderous roar of the rodeo, now found himself reduced to a whisper, a supplicant at the gates of the very life he had so carelessly abandoned. The scent of antiseptic and animal fur, a potent cocktail of life and healing, filled his lungs, a stark contrast to the dust and sweat of the arena. It was a scent that belonged to Jovie, to her world, a world he had once vowed to share and then had systematically dismantled.

He stood frozen for a moment, the gravel crunching beneath his worn boots sounding like an alarm in the otherwise still afternoon. This wasn't just a building; it was a monument to Jovie’s resilience, her unwavering dedication to a dream that he had once promised to help build. He remembered the late nights she’d pulled, the early mornings she’d braved, the sheer tenacity she’d poured into this place, even after he’d ripped their future to shreds. The small house attached, the one where they’d sketched out blueprints for a life together, sat silent, a spectral reminder of abandoned plans. He could almost feel the phantom weight of his duffel bag on his shoulder, the phantom echo of his laughter as they’d spoken of children and picket fences, a future now as distant and unreachable as a mirage. He’d been so sure of himself, so utterly convinced of his own invincibility, that he’d never once considered the fallout, the consequences. He’d chased the roar of the crowd, the fleeting validation of a winning ride, and in doing so, he’d lost the only thing that had ever truly mattered.

––––––––
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HIS GAZE DRIFTED TO the kennels, a row of sturdy enclosures housing the clinic’s current patients. A golden retriever peered out, its tail giving a tentative thump against the concrete. A sleek calico cat stalked by, its emerald eyes narrowed in a typical feline assessment of the world. These were lives that depended on Jovie, on her skill, her compassion. He remembered how Jovie had always been drawn to animals, how she'd spent her childhood tending to stray kittens and injured birds. He’d admired that about her, that innate kindness, that drive to nurture and heal. It was a stark contrast to his own reckless pursuit of adrenaline and glory, a path paved with risk and, ultimately, with pain. He’d been so consumed by his own ascent, his own personal validation, that he’d been blind to the quiet, steady strength of the life they were building together.

––––––––
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HE STOPPED A FEW FEET from the front door, the polished brass handle glinting under the afternoon sun. It was a simple, unpretentious building, designed for practicality and efficiency, a far cry from the flashy arenas he’d once called his office. There were no banners, no cheering crowds, just the hum of machinery and the occasional soft whimper of an animal. He’d always been a man of action, of instinct, of loud pronouncements and bold gestures. Now, he felt the unfamiliar prickle of anxiety, the urge to turn and run, to retreat back into the anonymity he’d briefly found on the road. But the wolves, as he’d so grimly put it, were at his door. The bills were piling up, and the specter of debt loomed larger than any charging bull. This was his only option, his last desperate gamble.

––––––––
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HE TOOK A DEEP, STEADYING breath, the scent of disinfectant and animal fur filling his lungs. It was a scent that spoke of life, of healing, of purpose. These were things he desperately craved, things he’d so carelessly discarded in his pursuit of a fleeting dream. He thought of the rodeo clowns, the men who faced danger head-on, not with the goal of winning, but of saving others. He’d always dismissed them as secondary players, but now, he felt a kinship with their selflessness, their quiet courage. He, too, was facing a kind of danger, an emotional and financial precipice, and he was doing it with a hope, however faint, of salvaging something, of finding a way to serve a purpose beyond himself.

––––––––
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HIS HAND TREMBLED SLIGHTLY as he reached for the door handle. He had to swallow his pride, to acknowledge his mistakes, to beg for a second chance, even if it was just for a paycheck. He was no longer the golden boy of Oak Ridge, the celebrated bull rider with the world at his feet. He was just Wes, a man who had fallen and was desperately trying to get back up, one painful step at a time. The weight of his past, of his regrets, pressed down on him, a heavy burden he carried with every slow, deliberate movement. He pushed the door open, the chime above him announcing his arrival, and stepped into the quiet sanctuary of the veterinary clinic, ready to face the consequences of his choices.

––––––––
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THE INTERIOR OF THE clinic was clean and functional, a stark contrast to the rough-and-tumble world of the rodeo. Sunlight streamed through the large windows, illuminating the polished linoleum floor and the rows of neatly arranged equipment. The air was filled with the mingled scents of antiseptic, hay, and the faint, comforting aroma of dog biscuits. A few nervous barks and contented purrs drifted from the back rooms, a testament to the lives being cared for within these walls. This was Jovie’s kingdom, a place she had built with her own two hands, brick by brick, dream by dream. And now, he, the man who had once promised to build it with her, was here, a stranger seeking refuge in its quiet strength.

––––––––
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HE STOOD FOR A MOMENT, feeling out of place, a rough-hewn piece of driftwood washed ashore on a pristine beach. His work boots, scuffed and mud-caked, felt a million miles away from the polished surfaces around him. He still carried the phantom ache in his hip, a dull throb that served as a constant reminder of the fall that had changed everything. It was a physical manifestation of his brokenness, a wound that mirrored the deeper, emotional scars he carried. He was a man defined by his physical prowess, by the raw strength and agility that had once made him a star. Now, those very attributes were gone, replaced by pain and uncertainty.

––––––––
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HE SAW A BULLETIN BOARD near the reception desk, covered in a collage of flyers, animal adoption notices, and faded photographs of happy pets. Amongst them, he recognized a picture of a young Jovie, her face beaming, cradling a tiny, shivering puppy. The sight sent a pang through his chest. That was the Jovie he remembered, the one with the boundless heart and the unwavering belief in goodness. He had loved that about her, that pure, untainted spirit. He had taken that spirit, that trust, and he had trampled it with his own selfish ambition. The weight of that realization settled on him, heavy and suffocating.

––––––––
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A YOUNG WOMAN WITH bright, curious eyes and a name tag that read "Sarah" emerged from a back room, a stethoscope draped around her neck. She offered him a polite, albeit somewhat wary, smile. "Can I help you?" she asked, her voice gentle but firm.

––––––––
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WES CLEARED HIS THROAT, the sound rough and unfamiliar. "Yes," he managed, his voice lower than he intended. "I'm... I'm looking for Jovie." He hesitated, then added, "I'm Wes Gentry. I heard she might be looking for some help." The words felt inadequate, a pale reflection of the desperation that gnawed at him. He braced himself for the inevitable question, the one that asked 

why he was here, what had happened, how he dared to show his face in Oak Ridge again.

Sarah's eyes widened slightly, a flicker of recognition, then a careful neutrality, settling over her features. She knew who he was, of course. In a town as small as Oak Ridge, no one was truly a stranger, especially not someone like Wes Gentry. The whispers, he knew, had likely followed him like a shadow since he’d returned. "Jovie's in her office," Sarah said, her tone carefully neutral. "She's just finishing up with a client. I can let her know you're here, if you'd like to wait."

––––––––
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HE NODDED, GRATEFUL for the reprieve, for the chance to gather his thoughts, to steel himself for the encounter. He walked over to a worn leather bench against the wall, the same kind of bench he’d seen in countless waiting rooms, a silent testament to the anxieties and hopes of pet owners. He sat down, his hands resting on his knees, his gaze fixed on the door to Jovie's office. He felt like a trespasser, a ghost haunting the edges of a life he no longer belonged to. The clinic, once a symbol of their shared dreams, now stood as a monument to his failures, a stark reminder of everything he had lost.

––––––––
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HE CLOSED HIS EYES, trying to block out the sounds of the clinic, the chirping of birds outside, the distant whir of machinery. He focused instead on the memories, the good ones, the ones that hadn't been tainted by his own recklessness. He remembered Jovie laughing, her eyes crinkling at the corners, the warmth of her hand in his as they walked through the rolling hills surrounding Oak Ridge. He remembered the smell of her hair, like wildflowers and sunshine, and the way she’d always hummed a little tune when she was happy. These were the moments he clung to, the fragments of a past that he desperately wanted to reclaim, or at least, to atone for.

––––––––
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HE KNEW HE HAD NO RIGHT to expect forgiveness, no right to demand anything from Jovie. He had walked away when she needed him most, blinded by the allure of the rodeo, by the false promise of glory. He had chosen the roar of the crowd over the quiet strength of their love, the fleeting thrill of the ride over the steady comfort of home. And now, he was back, humbled and broken, his dreams shattered, his body failing him, and his only hope lay in the very woman he had hurt the most.

––––––––
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HE THOUGHT ABOUT THE bulls he had ridden, their explosive power, their unpredictable fury. He had always felt a strange sense of connection to them, a shared wildness, a primal dance of man and beast. But the bull he had truly been riding, the one that had ultimately thrown him, was his own ego, his own relentless pursuit of fame. It had carried him to dizzying heights, but it had also been his undoing. And now, he was left to face the aftermath, to pick up the pieces of a life that had been irrevocably altered by his own choices.

––––––––
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HE HEARD THE SOFT CLICK of a lock turning, and his eyes snapped open. The door to Jovie’s office was opening. A woman emerged, her back to him, her posture radiating a quiet authority. He recognized the way she held her shoulders, the elegant curve of her neck. Even from behind, he knew it was Jovie. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat of anticipation and dread. He stood up, his knees protesting the movement, and took a step forward.

––––––––
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JOVIE TURNED, HER GAZE sweeping across the waiting area. Her eyes, the same vibrant blue as the clinic sign, met his, and for a fleeting second, they widened in surprise, then narrowed, a complex mixture of emotions flashing across her face – shock, hurt, and perhaps, a flicker of something else, something he couldn't quite decipher. She was as beautiful as he remembered, perhaps even more so, her presence radiating a quiet strength that had always drawn him in. Her hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, a few stray strands framing her face, and her scrubs were a pale, calming green. She looked every bit the competent, compassionate veterinarian he had always known her to be.

––––––––
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"WES," SHE SAID, HER voice calm, carefully devoid of emotion. It was a voice that held no warmth, no recognition of their shared past. It was the voice of a stranger, and it stung more than any angry words could have.

––––––––
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HE TOOK ANOTHER STEP towards her, his voice hoarse. "Jovie. I... I came to see if you had any work. Anything." He couldn’t meet her gaze directly, his eyes flickering away, focusing on a point just over her shoulder. The words felt small, pathetic, a stark contrast to the grand pronouncements he used to make. He was a bull rider who had fallen, a king who had lost his throne, and he was here to ask for scraps.

––––––––
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JOVIE’S EXPRESSION remained unreadable. She crossed her arms, a subtle gesture of defense. "Work?" she repeated, the single word hanging in the air, heavy with unspoken history. "What kind of work, Wes?"

––––––––
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HE FINALLY MANAGED to look her in the eye, his own filled with a desperate plea. "Anything. I can clean stalls, help with groundskeeping, whatever you need. I’m a hard worker, Jovie. You know that." He saw the flicker of something in her eyes, a ghost of a memory, perhaps, of the man she had once loved, the man who had promised her the world. But it was quickly masked, replaced by a professional detachment that was both heartbreaking and understandable.

––––––––
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SHE STUDIED HIM FOR a long moment, her gaze sharp and assessing. It was the gaze of a doctor, of someone who could see past the surface, who could assess the damage. "You're Wes Gentry," she stated, not a question. "The bull rider."

––––––––
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"I WAS," HE CORRECTED softly. "I'm not anymore." He gestured vaguely to his hip. "This... this put an end to that."

––––––––
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A SHADOW CROSSED HER face, a fleeting expression of pain that she quickly suppressed. "I heard about your injury," she said, her voice still carefully neutral. "I'm... I'm sorry to hear that." It was polite, distant, the kind of sympathy one offers to a passing acquaintance, not to the man who had once been the center of her world.

––––––––
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HE NODDED, ACCEPTING the superficial condolence. "Thank you." He took a breath, gathering his courage. "Jovie, I know... I know I messed up. Badly. And I don't expect you to... to forgive me. But I need a job. I'm in a tough spot, and the clinic... it's the only place I can think of where I might have a chance." He paused, the words tumbling out in a rush. "I'm good with my hands. I can learn fast. Just... give me a chance."
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JOVIE WALKED SLOWLY towards the reception desk, her movements deliberate. Sarah, sensing the tension, discreetly moved to the back room. Jovie picked up a pen and a small notepad, her fingers tracing the lines of the paper. The silence stretched between them, filled only by the soft sounds of the clinic. Wes watched her, his heart pounding, waiting for her decision, for the verdict that would determine his immediate future.

––––––––
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"WE ARE SHORT-STAFFED," Jovie said finally, her voice low and measured. She didn't look at him as she spoke, her gaze fixed on the notepad. "Especially with our evening and weekend shifts. It's a lot of physical work."

––––––––
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WES’S HOPE, A FRAGILE ember, flickered brighter. "I can handle it. I'm strong. I'm not afraid of hard work."

––––––––
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SHE FINALLY LOOKED up, her blue eyes, so familiar and yet so distant, meeting his. There was a weariness in them that hadn't been there before, a sadness that seemed to have settled deep within her. "The work here isn't just physical, Wes," she said, her voice gaining a little more edge. "It requires attention to detail, reliability, and... trust. A lot of trust."

––––––––
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HE SWALLOWED, THE WEIGHT of her words sinking in. She was right. He had betrayed her trust, broken their shared life, and now he was asking her to trust him again, to allow him into the sanctuary she had built. "I know," he said, his voice barely a whisper. "And I'm willing to earn it back. Whatever it takes."

––––––––
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SHE TAPPED THE PEN against the notepad, her gaze distant for a moment, as if weighing the decision. The sunlight caught the fine lines around her eyes, lines that hadn't been there when he'd last seen her. He realized, with a jolt, that she had lived a whole life without him, a life of hard work, of struggle, of success. He had no idea what she had endured, what sacrifices she had made.
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"WE NEED SOMEONE TO help with cleaning, walking the dogs, assisting with feeding, and general upkeep of the grounds," she said, her voice returning to its professional tone. "It's not glamorous work, Wes. It's early mornings, late nights, and weekends. And it pays minimum wage."
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MINIMUM WAGE. IT WAS a pittance compared to what he used to earn, but it was more than he had right now. It was a lifeline. "I'll take it," he said, without hesitation. "Whatever you offer, I'll take it."

––––––––
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JOVIE LOOKED AT HIM, a long, searching look. He could see the wheels turning in her head, the internal debate playing out on her face. Finally, she sighed, a soft, almost imperceptible sound. "Alright, Wes," she said, her voice resigned. "You can start Monday. 6 AM. Be on time." She wrote something on the notepad. "Sarah will show you what needs to be done."
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[image: ]


A WAVE OF RELIEF, SO profound it was almost dizzying, washed over him. He had a chance. A small, fragile chance, but a chance nonetheless. "Thank you, Jovie," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "Thank you. You won't regret this."

––––––––
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SHE GAVE HIM A FAINT, almost imperceptible nod. "Let's hope not," she said, her gaze lingering on him for a moment longer before she turned and walked back towards her office. The door closed softly behind her, leaving Wes standing alone in the quiet waiting room, the scent of disinfectant and animals filling his lungs, a sense of grim determination settling over him. The dust was starting to settle, but the path ahead was still shrouded in the long shadow of the veterinary clinic. He had taken the first step, a step back into a life he had once abandoned, and he knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the bone, that this would be the hardest ride of his life.
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​Chapter 2: The Keeper of the Wounds
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Dr. Jovie Lane. The name itself had become synonymous with healing in Oak Ridge, a beacon of hope for every furry, feathered, or scaled creature in need. To most of the town, she was simply Dr. Lane – a highly competent, unflappably calm veterinarian who could coax a purr from the most ferocious feline or mend a broken wing with an almost preternatural grace. Her clinic, a testament to her tireless work ethic and unwavering commitment, was more than just a place of business; it was the embodiment of her dreams, meticulously built and fiercely protected. The robin’s egg blue sign, a stark contrast to the weathered wood of the surrounding buildings, was a symbol of her quiet triumph, a splash of vibrant color against the backdrop of a life that had once threatened to be painted in shades of gray.

Jovie moved through the clinic with an practiced efficiency that bordered on art. Her footsteps were light on the linoleum, her movements precise as she checked on a recovering terrier, adjusted the drip on a recovering mare, or consulted with Sarah, her bright and capable veterinary technician. Her hands, strong and steady, were capable of the most delicate of procedures, yet they also possessed a comforting gentleness that put anxious animals and their equally anxious owners at ease. There was a quiet authority in her demeanor, a calm competence that inspired confidence. Clients trusted her implicitly, knowing that their beloved pets were in the most capable hands in the county. They saw the dedication in her long hours, the passion in her eyes when she spoke of a challenging diagnosis, and the sheer joy when a difficult case made a full recovery.
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BUT BENEATH THE POLISHED professionalism, the unwavering focus that had become her trademark, lay a carefully guarded vulnerability. It was a truth she rarely allowed herself to acknowledge, a wound that had scabbed over but never truly healed. Wes’s departure had carved a chasm in her life, a void that even the relentless demands of her practice, the constant influx of lives dependent on her skill, couldn't entirely fill. She had channeled her grief, her anger, her profound sense of loss into her work, pouring every ounce of her being into the clinic. It was her sanctuary, her armor, her constant companion. She had built it into something remarkable, a thriving enterprise that served the community and provided her with a sense of purpose, a bulwark against the loneliness that had threatened to consume her.
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HER DAYS WERE A CAREFULLY choreographed ballet of urgent calls, routine check-ups, and emergency surgeries. She thrived on the challenge, the intellectual stimulation, the immediate gratification of seeing an animal recover under her care. She possessed an uncanny ability to read animal behavior, to intuit their pain and discomfort, to understand the subtle nuances of their communication. This intuition, honed over years of dedicated practice and an innate empathy, was her greatest asset. She could calm a frightened dog with a soft word and a gentle touch, diagnose a complex ailment with a keen eye and a deep knowledge of veterinary medicine, and perform intricate surgeries with a steady hand and unwavering focus.
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YET, THERE WERE MOMENTS, usually in the quiet solitude of her office after the last client had left and the clinic had settled into a hushed stillness, when the carefully constructed facade would begin to crack. The lingering scent of antiseptic and animal fur, usually a comforting aroma, could suddenly evoke a phantom ache, a whisper of a past she tried so hard to keep at bay. She’d find herself staring at the framed photograph on her desk – a younger Jovie, beaming, holding a tiny, bewildered puppy. That puppy had been one of her first rescues, a symbol of the compassion that had driven her from the start. Beside it, a faded picture of her and Wes, their smiles wide and unburdened, taken during a summer picnic by the lake, before the rodeo had consumed him, before their shared dreams had fractured.

––––––––

[image: ]


THESE WERE THE GHOSTS that haunted the edges of her professional life, the silent reminders of a love lost, a future stolen. She had poured so much of herself into building this clinic, into establishing her reputation, into creating a life for herself that was independent and self-sufficient. And she had succeeded, undeniably. The clinic was a testament to her strength, her resilience. But success, she had learned, was a solitary comfort when the emptiness beside you remained. She had learned to compartmentalize, to push the memories to the back of her mind, to focus on the immediate needs of her patients. It was a survival mechanism, a way to navigate the choppy waters of a life irrevocably altered.
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SARAH, HER VETERINARY technician, was a constant source of support, a steady presence in the whirlwind of the clinic. Sarah’s youthful enthusiasm and unwavering loyalty were a balm to Jovie’s often weary spirit. The young woman was sharp, eager to learn, and possessed a genuine love for animals that mirrored Jovie’s own. Together, they formed an efficient and compassionate team, their shared dedication a silent promise to the creatures in their care. Sarah knew, better than anyone, the depth of Jovie’s commitment, the sacrifices she had made. She had witnessed firsthand the long nights, the grueling emergency calls, the emotional toll that caring for so many vulnerable lives inevitably took.
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ONE AFTERNOON, AS JOVIE was meticulously cleaning her surgical instruments, a task she performed with almost ritualistic precision, Sarah entered her office, a concerned frown etched on her brow. "Dr. Lane," she began, her voice hesitant, "Mr. Gentry is here again. He's asking about the groundskeeping position."
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JOVIE’S HANDS STILLED. The name, Wes. It was a name she hadn't heard spoken aloud in her clinic, a name she had consciously buried beneath layers of professional duty and personal resolve. The news of his return to Oak Ridge had rippled through the town like a tremor, a hushed rumor that had eventually found its way to her ears. She had braced herself for the inevitable, for the day he might appear at her doorstep, a ghost from her past seeking some form of absolution. But she had never truly believed it would happen, not here, not at the very place that symbolized everything he had abandoned.
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SHE TOOK A SLOW, DELIBERATE breath, the scent of sterile water and metal filling her lungs. Her mind, always quick to assess and strategize, began to catalog the implications. Wes Gentry, the bull rider, the man who had shattered her heart, was now seeking employment at the very clinic she had built from the ashes of their shared dream. The irony was almost unbearable. He was a man who had chased the roar of the crowd, the fleeting glory of the arena, and now, he was here, at the quiet, unassuming heart of Oak Ridge’s animal community, seeking a livelihood.
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"DID HE SAY WHY HE'S looking for work?" Jovie asked, her voice carefully neutral, betraying none of the turmoil churning beneath the surface. She continued to wipe down an instrument, her movements steady, controlled.
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SARAH HESITATED, HER gaze shifting to the framed photos on the desk. "He... he mentioned something about needing steady work. And that he heard we were short-staffed." She paused, then added softly, "He looked... different, Dr. Lane. Tired. And he seemed to be favoring his hip."
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THE MENTION OF HIS hip sent a jolt through Jovie. She remembered the whispers that had followed him back to town, the stories of his final, devastating ride. The rodeo had taken its toll, and it seemed it had finally claimed its price. A flicker of something akin to pity, quickly suppressed, crossed her face. She had no room for pity. She had built a life on resilience, on perseverance, and she wouldn't let the past derail her now.
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"TELL HIM," JOVIE BEGAN, her voice firm, the practiced tone of authority settling in, "tell him that the groundskeeping position requires early mornings, and it's physically demanding. And that it pays minimum wage. And that I need someone reliable, someone I can trust to be here, on time, every day. Especially on weekends." She paused, her gaze meeting Sarah’s, a silent challenge in her eyes. "If he's still interested after hearing that, then I'll consider it. But he needs to understand that this isn't some... some charity case, Sarah. This is my business, and I run it professionally."
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SARAH NODDED, HER EXPRESSION a mixture of understanding and apprehension. She knew the unspoken history that hung between Jovie and Wes, the deep wounds that his reappearance had stirred. "I'll let him know, Dr. Lane."
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AS SARAH LEFT THE OFFICE, Jovie leaned back in her chair, her gaze drifting to the photograph of her and Wes. The laughter frozen in time seemed to mock her, a cruel reminder of what once was. She had spent years rebuilding herself, brick by painstaking brick, transforming her pain into purpose. She had found strength in her solitude, solace in the gentle purrs and wagging tails of her patients. She had learned to trust herself, to rely on her own capabilities, to find fulfillment in the quiet rhythm of her own life.
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AND NOW, HE WAS BACK. Wes Gentry, the man who had been the center of her universe, the architect of her heartbreak, was standing at her clinic door, seeking employment. A part of her, a buried, almost forgotten part, felt a pang of something that might have been curiosity, or perhaps, a morbid fascination. How had the mighty bull rider fallen so far? What had brought him back to Oak Ridge, to her doorstep?
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SHE PUSHED THE THOUGHTS away, her gaze hardening. She was Dr. Jovie Lane, veterinarian, businesswoman, a woman who had learned to stand on her own two feet. She would not be swayed by sentimentality, by the ghosts of the past. She would evaluate Wes Gentry based on his merits, his reliability, his willingness to prove himself. If he could meet her exacting standards, if he could demonstrate genuine commitment and a willingness to earn her trust, then perhaps, just perhaps, she could offer him a chance. But it would be on her terms, within the boundaries she had so carefully erected. The clinic was her sanctuary, her livelihood, and she would not allow it to become a stage for unfinished business. Her heart, though scarred, had learned to beat to its own steady rhythm, a rhythm that was hers alone, and she would not allow it to be thrown off beat by the echo of a past love. She was the keeper of the wounds, not just for the animals that came through her doors, but for herself as well, and she would continue to tend to them with the same care and professionalism she afforded every living creature under her watch. The past was a closed chapter, and she was ready to turn the page, with or without him.

The email notification chimed, a polite interruption in the otherwise silent hum of the clinic. Jovie glanced at her computer screen, expecting an update on a pending lab result or perhaps a query from a supplier. Instead, the subject line read: "Regarding the Groundskeeping Position." It was from Wes. Her fingers hovered over the trackpad, a sudden tremor running through them. She’d instructed Sarah to relay her terms, to make it clear this wasn’t a philanthropic gesture, but a business transaction. She hadn't expected a direct response, not so soon, and certainly not from him.

With a deep, steadying breath, she clicked it open. The message was brief, professional, and surprisingly devoid of the easy charm she remembered him wielding like a lasso.
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DR. LANE,

––––––––
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THANK YOU FOR CONSIDERING my application for the groundskeeping position. I understand the requirements regarding early mornings, physical demands, and the necessity of consistent, reliable attendance, including weekends. I am fully aware of the minimum wage offered and accept it.
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[image: ]


I AM CAPABLE OF PERFORMING all the duties associated with the role and am committed to being punctual and dependable. I believe my work ethic is strong, and I am eager to prove my reliability.
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I LOOK FORWARD TO HEARING from you at your earliest convenience.
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SINCERELY,

Wes Gentry

Jovie reread the email, her brow furrowed. It was almost... too professional. The Wes she knew was a man of boisterous laughter and easy camaraderie, a man who charmed his way through life with a twinkle in his eye and a quick wit. This was a man who sounded like he’d been coached by a committee. It was, she admitted grudgingly, exactly what she’d asked for: a clear, no-nonsense response. And yet, the very lack of his usual swagger felt like a deliberate omission, a carefully constructed façade.
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SHE SAVED THE EMAIL, her mind already spinning through the logistical implications. If she hired him, he’d be on the premises, within the very walls she’d painstakingly built to shield her heart. He’d be a physical presence, a constant, undeniable reminder of a past she’d worked so hard to bury. The thought sent a ripple of unease through her, a sensation she’d grown adept at suppressing.
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HER CLINIC WAS MORE than just a building; it was a meticulously constructed fortress. Each brick had been laid with her own two hands, each beam secured with her own unwavering resolve. It was a monument to her independence, a testament to her capacity to not only survive but to thrive after the devastating implosion of their shared future. The groundskeeping position, while seemingly a minor detail, felt like a potential breach in those defenses.
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SHE HAD LEARNED TO be self-sufficient, to find her strength in the quiet competence of her work. The steady rhythm of her days – the early morning check-ins, the intricate surgeries, the late-night emergencies – had become a soothing balm to a soul that had once been fractured. She had poured her grief, her anger, and her unyielding disappointment into the foundations of this clinic, transforming pain into purpose. And it had worked. She had built a life that was hers, and hers alone. A life that didn’t require a cowboy’s unpredictable presence, a life that wasn’t dictated by the nomadic call of the rodeo circuit or the inherent risks that came with loving a man who lived his life on the edge of a bucking bronco.
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SHE TRACED THE RIM of her coffee mug, the ceramic cool beneath her fingertips. The idea of Wes working here, tending to the grounds of 

her clinic, felt like a violation of sacred space. He represented everything she had fought so hard to escape: the uncertainty, the constant worry, the gnawing fear of loss. The life of a rodeo cowboy was a life lived on the road, a life defined by fleeting moments of glory and the ever-present specter of injury. It was a life that demanded a partner who could exist in the shadows, who could anchor themselves to the quiet stillness of home while the other chased the roar of the crowd. And Jovie, as much as she had loved Wes, had discovered she wasn't built for that kind of life. Not anymore.

Her heart had been a battlefield for too long. She had weathered the storm of Wes’s departure, the subsequent years of wrestling with loneliness and the slow, arduous process of rebuilding. She had learned to find solace in the predictable purrs of contented cats, the happy panting of recovering dogs, the grateful nuzzles of horses she’d nursed back to health. These were the steady, reliable connections she craved, connections that didn’t demand she live in perpetual anticipation of goodbyes.
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THE INDEPENDENCE SHE’D cultivated was a hard-won prize, a precious commodity she guarded fiercely. It was the armor she wore, the shield that protected her from the vulnerability of emotional entanglement. She had become an expert at managing her own loneliness, at filling the quiet spaces in her life with the demanding, yet ultimately fulfilling, work she adored. The clinic wasn't just a business; it was her sanctuary, her identity, the tangible proof of her resilience. To invite Wes back into her orbit, even in this peripheral capacity, felt like inviting a storm into a meticulously tended garden.
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SHE LOOKED AT THE FRAMED photograph on her desk – the one of her and Wes, their smiles bright and carefree, taken on a sun-drenched afternoon by the lake. It was a relic from a different lifetime, a lifetime before the rodeo had consumed him, before their shared dreams had been trampled by the hooves of ambition. The memory was a bittersweet ache, a reminder of the woman she had been, the woman who had believed in forever with a cowboy. But that woman was gone, replaced by the steely resolve of Dr. Jovie Lane.
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HER GAZE DRIFTED TO the window, to the manicured flowerbeds and the sturdy oak trees that dotted the clinic’s perimeter. The grounds needed attention. They were functional, certainly, but they lacked the polish, the vibrant life that she poured into every aspect of her practice. A groundskeeper wasn't just about mowing lawns; it was about maintaining an environment, about creating a welcoming and calming space for her clients, both human and animal.

––––––––

[image: ]


AND WES, DESPITE HIS nomadic past, had always been a hard worker. He’d worked tirelessly on the ranch, his hands calloused and strong from years of labor. He understood physical exertion, the satisfaction of a job well done. He knew how to break his back and still find a way to smile. Could he bring that work ethic to her grounds? Could he be reliable, showing up day after day, rain or shine, without the siren call of the open road or the lure of the arena pulling him away?
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THE QUESTION HUNG IN the air, heavy with unspoken history. She had built her walls high, reinforced them with years of dedicated work and a fierce commitment to self-preservation. She had learned to be content with her own company, to find joy in the quiet hum of her own existence. Her independence was her greatest strength, her carefully guarded treasure. She wasn’t looking for a partner to complete her; she was already whole. Or at least, she had convinced herself she was.

––––––––

[image: ]


THE POSSIBILITY OF Wes working here presented a subtle, yet significant, challenge to that carefully constructed completeness. It wasn't just about Wes himself; it was about what he represented. He was the embodiment of a life she had chosen to leave behind, a life of constant flux and inherent danger. Loving a cowboy meant a life lived in the shadow of potential heartbreak, a constant awareness of the fragility of life and the inevitability of risk. She had already paid that price, and the scars ran deep.
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SHE WOULDN’T ALLOW herself to be drawn back into that emotional whirlpool. Her heart, though not entirely healed, had learned to beat to its own steady rhythm. It was a rhythm born of resilience, of self-reliance, of a profound commitment to the lives that depended on her. She was the keeper of wounds, not just for the animals that found their way to her clinic, but for herself as well. And she would continue to tend to those wounds with the same meticulous care and unwavering dedication she brought to every aspect of her life.
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SHE CLOSED THE EMAIL, her mind made up. If Wes Gentry wanted a job, he’d have to prove himself. He’d have to demonstrate that he was more than just a ghost from her past, more than a reminder of a love that had burned brightly and then, just as quickly, had been extinguished. He’d have to show her that he was capable of unwavering commitment, of reliability, of a work ethic that transcended the transient nature of his former profession. He'd have to convince her that he was, in fact, cowboy-proof. And if he could do that, if he could earn her trust and prove his worth, then perhaps, just perhaps, she could consider offering him a chance. But it would be on her terms, within the carefully constructed boundaries of her own making. This was her sanctuary, her livelihood, and she wouldn’t let it become a stage for unfinished business. The past was a closed chapter, and she was ready to turn the page.

The bell above the clinic door chimed, a sound Jovie usually associated with the hopeful arrival of a worried pet owner or a familiar, friendly face. Today, however, the chime was a discordant note, a jarring interruption to the quiet hum of her meticulously ordered world. She glanced up from the file she was reviewing, a slight frown creasing her brow. Sarah, her ever-efficient receptionist, had stepped out for a brief lunch, leaving Jovie to handle the infrequent midday arrivals.

And then she saw him.
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HE STOOD SILHOUETTED against the bright afternoon sun, a figure she recognized instantly, yet simultaneously struggled to place. Wes. The name echoed in the sudden stillness of her mind, a phantom limb of a past she had long since amputated. He wasn't leaning against the doorframe with his usual easy grace, a roguish grin playing on his lips. He wasn't radiating the infectious energy that had once drawn her in like a moth to a flame. Instead, he seemed... smaller. Hunched, almost, as if the weight of the world, or perhaps just the weight of his own history, had settled heavily on his shoulders.
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HER BREATH HITCHED, a tight knot forming in her chest. It was a physical reaction, a visceral response she hadn’t anticipated. For a fleeting moment, the carefully constructed walls around her heart wavered, a hairline fracture appearing in the reinforced concrete. The young man she had loved, the one who had filled her life with laughter and the exhilarating chaos of rodeo dreams, was a ghost. And this man, this stranger standing on her doorstep, was a stark, unsettling reminder of what happened to those dreams.
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HE LOOKED UP THEN, his eyes meeting hers across the sterile, linoleum floor. They were the same startling blue, the color of a summer sky before a storm, but the familiar twinkle was gone, replaced by a weary, almost haunted, depth. There was a flicker of recognition, perhaps, but it was quickly masked by a practiced neutrality, a deliberate shutting down of emotion that mirrored her own.
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“DR. LANE,” HE SAID, his voice a low rumble, rougher than she remembered. It lacked the easy cadence, the playful lilt that had once made even mundane greetings sound like a whispered promise. This was a man who had clearly seen hardship, who had weathered storms that had left their indelible mark. The sun-kissed skin she recalled was now etched with fine lines, and a faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through his hand as he reached up to adjust the collar of his worn plaid shirt.
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JOVIE’S OWN RESPONSE was instinctual, honed by years of professional interaction. She straightened in her chair, her posture meticulously professional, her gaze unwavering but cool. The warmth she readily offered to a whimpering puppy or a nervous client was conspicuously absent. Here, in this moment, she was Dr. Jovie Lane, proprietor of a thriving veterinary clinic, a woman who had clawed her way back from the brink of emotional devastation. She was not the girl who had once been swept off her feet by a charming cowboy.
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“MR. GENTRY,” SHE REPLIED, her voice steady, betraying none of the internal turmoil his sudden appearance had stirred. She kept her tone neutral, businesslike, a carefully constructed shield against the resurfacing tide of old feelings. “Sarah is out for lunch. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”
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HE SHIFTED HIS WEIGHT, the worn leather of his boots scuffing softly against the floor. “My email said I could come by today if it was convenient,” he said, his gaze dropping briefly to the polished surface of her reception desk before meeting her eyes again. There was a hint of something in his expression, a fleeting vulnerability, perhaps, that he quickly suppressed. It was a familiar mask, one she had once seen him wear when discussing the inherent dangers of his profession, the constant threat of injury that loomed over every rodeo rider.
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“CONVENIENT IS A RELATIVE term, Mr. Gentry,” Jovie said, her tone still polite, but edged with a coolness that was entirely deliberate. She gestured vaguely towards the small, sterile waiting area. “Please, have a seat. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
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SHE DIDN’T OFFER HIM a smile, didn't ask how he was, didn’t inquire about the journey. Such pleasantries were reserved for those who held a genuine place in her present, not for the spectral remnants of her past. Wes Gentry, in this iteration, was a potential employee, a candidate for a job that was designed to be a discreet transaction, not a reunion. The man who had once held her heart in his roughened hands was now a figure of professional interest, and nothing more.
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AS SHE FINALIZED THE patient notes, her mind raced, cataloging the changes in him. He wasn’t just older; he was fundamentally altered. The carefree swagger was gone, replaced by a quiet weariness. The bright spark in his eyes had been dimmed, replaced by a guardedness that spoke of battles fought and losses endured. It was as if the vibrant colors of his youth had been leached away, leaving behind a more somber palette. He looked, she admitted with a pang of something she refused to name, like a man who had been through the wringer.
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HER THOUGHTS DRIFTED to the email he had sent. So professional, so... devoid of 

him. It was as if he had meticulously scrubbed away every trace of the Wes she knew, leaving only a carefully crafted persona. Was this a deliberate strategy, a calculated move to impress her with his newfound seriousness? Or was this the genuine article, the man he had become after the rodeo circuit had chewed him up and spat him out? The latter thought brought a surprising, unwelcome twinge of sympathy.

She finished her notes, saving the file with a decisive click. Standing, she smoothed down her crisp white lab coat, a gesture that was both habitual and a way to ground herself. She walked towards the reception area, her footsteps measured on the linoleum. Wes had remained standing, his posture a little too rigid, his gaze fixed on a framed photograph of her and her prize-winning schnauzer, Buster, that hung on the wall. He hadn’t picked up a magazine, hadn’t fidgeted. He had simply waited, a statue of quiet anticipation.

––––––––

[image: ]


“MR. GENTRY,” SHE BEGAN again, her voice regaining its professional tone. “Thank you for coming in. As you know, the position is primarily about groundskeeping – maintaining the clinic’s exterior, ensuring the grounds are presentable and safe. It involves early mornings, often before dawn, and can be physically demanding. There’s also the expectation of weekend availability.” She looked directly at him, her gaze sharp and assessing. “Are you still comfortable with all of that?”
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HE MET HER GAZE, AND for the first time since he’d entered, a flicker of the old Wes seemed to surface. It was a brief, almost imperceptible lift at the corner of his mouth, a hint of the charm she remembered, before it was swiftly reined in. “Dr. Lane,” he said, his voice steady. “I understand the requirements. I’m looking for steady work, and I’m a hard worker. I can do the job.”
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HIS DIRECTNESS, THE lack of any embellishment or unnecessary preamble, was almost jarring. The Wes she remembered would have spun a tale, offered a joke, perhaps even flirted his way through the interview. This man was all business, a stark contrast to the charming rogue who had once promised her the world. It was exactly the professional demeanor she had instructed Sarah to convey, a clear signal that this was not a personal favor. Yet, seeing it firsthand, experiencing it in his clipped responses and guarded expression, felt... strange. Almost alien.
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“GOOD,” JOVIE SAID, allowing a small, tight smile to touch her lips. It wasn't a warm smile, but it was a professional one. “Then let’s discuss the specifics.” She gestured towards her small, private office, a space that was both her sanctuary and her command center. “Come in, please.”
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AS HE FOLLOWED HER, Jovie couldn’t shake the feeling of unreality. It was like stepping into a rerun of a life she had deliberately edited out. The scent of antiseptic and fur, so familiar and comforting to her, seemed to hang in the air with a new, unsettling weight. Wes Gentry, the keeper of her past heartaches, was now standing within the walls of her present sanctuary. The irony was not lost on her.
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SHE SAT BEHIND HER desk, her movements deliberate, creating a physical barrier between them. Wes took the chair opposite her, his posture still a little too stiff, his hands resting on his knees. He looked like a man who was acutely aware of his surroundings, of the unspoken rules of engagement.
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“THE POSITION IS HOURLY, at minimum wage,” Jovie stated, her voice matter-of-fact. “There are no benefits, beyond what is legally required. It’s a commitment, Mr. Gentry. Reliability is paramount. I need someone I can count on, day in and day out, without fail.” She paused, letting the weight of her words settle. This wasn't just about mowing lawns and trimming hedges. It was about trust, about dependability. Qualities she had learned to value above all else.
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WES NODDED, HIS EXPRESSION unreadable. “I understand, Dr. Lane. I can be dependable.”

––––––––
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THERE WAS A QUIET INTENSITY in his gaze as he met hers, a silent assertion of his capability. It wasn’t the brash confidence of his youth, but something more grounded, more solid. It was the quiet conviction of a man who had learned the value of hard work the old-fashioned way.
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JOVIE STUDIED HIM, her mind sifting through the layers of their shared history. The easy laughter, the late-night talks under a canopy of stars, the exhilaration of riding beside him at the ranch – all of it felt like a dream from another lifetime. That Wes was gone, replaced by this man who carried the weight of unspoken burdens. And the Jovie who had been so swept away by his charm was also gone, replaced by a woman who had learned to build her own life, brick by careful brick.
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“THE CLINIC IS MY LIFE’S work, Mr. Gentry,” she said, her voice softening slightly, the professional veneer cracking just a touch. “I’ve poured everything I have into this place. It’s my livelihood, and it’s a place of healing for so many. I need someone who understands the importance of discretion, who respects the privacy of our clients and their animals.”

––––––––
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HIS GAZE REMAINED STEADY. “I understand.”

––––––––
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SHE TOOK A DEEP BREATH, the air in the small office suddenly feeling thick. This was the moment of truth. She could offer him the job, a calculated risk. Or she could turn him away, maintaining the pristine isolation of her fortress. The thought of him on her grounds, a constant physical presence, sent a ripple of unease through her. But the alternative... the alternative was to acknowledge that the ghost from her past had a very real, very solid form, and that he was standing right in front of her, seeking a foothold.

––––––––
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“YOU’LL BE RESPONSIBLE for maintaining the lawns, the flowerbeds, the pathways,” she continued, her voice regaining its firm, professional edge. “Any necessary repairs to fences or outbuildings that fall under general upkeep. Keeping the property clean and orderly. And sometimes, you might be asked to assist with larger tasks, like moving supplies or minor repairs.”

––––––––
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HE LISTENED INTENTLY, his expression serious. There was no hint of the carefree cowboy who had once been more interested in the thrill of the ride than the mundane realities of ranch life. This Wes was focused, attentive, absorbing every detail.

––––––––
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“THE HOURS WILL TYPICALLY be from 6 AM to 2 PM, Monday through Friday,” she explained. “But there will be times, especially during planting season or if there’s an unexpected issue, that I’ll need you to work weekends or stay a little later. Are you prepared for that kind of flexibility?”

––––––––
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HE DIDN’T HESITATE. “Yes, Dr. Lane. I am.”

––––––––
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JOVIE STUDIED HIS FACE, searching for any sign of insincerity, any hint of the man who had once promised forever and then vanished like smoke. She saw none. What she saw was a quiet determination, a need for stability that resonated with her own carefully constructed independence. He wasn’t the same man she had known, but perhaps, in his own way, he was still capable of being the kind of man she needed.

––––––––
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“THIS ISN’T A SYMPATHY hire, Mr. Gentry,” she said, her tone sharpening slightly. “This is a business transaction. You’ll be expected to perform your duties to the best of your ability, consistently and reliably. I have a reputation to uphold, and this clinic is my livelihood.”

––––––––
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HE MET HER GAZE, HIS own steady and unwavering. “I wouldn’t expect anything less, Dr. Lane.”

––––––––
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THERE WAS A QUIET SINCERITY in his voice that surprised her. It wasn't the smooth, practiced charm of his youth, but something more authentic, more raw. It was the voice of a man who had learned the hard way that promises were cheap, and actions were what mattered.

––––––––
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JOVIE LEANED BACK IN her chair, the tension in her shoulders easing just a fraction. She had expected to feel a surge of old emotions, a flood of painful memories. Instead, she felt a strange sense of calm, a quiet pragmatism that had become her hallmark. This man, this ghost of her past, was offering her a solution to a problem she hadn’t realized she had. Her grounds were in need of care, and he was offering his labor.

––––––––
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“ALRIGHT, MR. GENTRY,” she said, her voice measured. “We can proceed. I’ll have Sarah draw up the necessary paperwork. It’s standard employment agreement, outlining the terms and conditions we’ve discussed.” She paused, her gaze holding his. “I’ll need you to start on Monday. Is that acceptable?”

––––––––
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HE STOOD, A SUBTLE shift in his posture that suggested a newfound sense of purpose. “Monday is fine, Dr. Lane.” He extended a hand, his palm rough and calloused.

––––––––
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JOVIE HESITATED FOR a fraction of a second, then took his hand. His grip was firm, solid, a stark contrast to the trembling she had noticed earlier. It was the handshake of a man who worked with his hands, a man who understood the value of honest labor. As their hands clasped, a jolt, not of romantic longing but of unexpected connection, ran through her. It was the connection of two people acknowledging a mutual need, a shared understanding of the practicalities of life.

––––––––
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“WELCOME ABOARD, MR. Gentry,” she said, her voice carefully neutral.

––––––––
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HE GAVE A SHORT NOD, his expression unreadable. “Thank you, Dr. Lane.”

––––––––
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AS HE TURNED TO LEAVE, Jovie watched him go, a complex mix of emotions swirling within her. Surprise, yes. A flicker of old pain, quickly suppressed. And something else, something akin to cautious curiosity. The ghost of her past had walked through her door, and in doing so, had subtly, irrevocably, altered the landscape of her present. She had maintained her composure, her professional distance, but beneath the surface, a new, uncertain chapter had begun to unfold. The keeper of wounds, it seemed, was about to tend to a wound she thought had long since healed.

Oak Ridge wasn’t just a town; it was a tapestry woven with shared histories, and Jovie and Wes’s past was a particularly vibrant, and sometimes thorny, thread running through it. Every time Wes’s name had been mentioned in the past few years, it had been accompanied by a knowing glance, a sympathetic sigh, or a hushed speculation. Their story, the fiery romance that had burned so brightly and then, as suddenly, extinguished, was local legend. It was the stuff of whispered conversations at the general store, of speculation over coffee at The Daily Grind, and of the quiet, unspoken understanding that permeated the close-knit community.

Jovie, more than anyone, felt the weight of that collective memory. It pressed down on her, a constant, subtle pressure that shaped her interactions, her decisions, and her very existence in Oak Ridge. She had meticulously built her life here, brick by careful brick, establishing her reputation as Dr. Lane, the skilled and dedicated veterinarian. She had learned to compartmentalize, to wall off the painful memories of Wes and the whirlwind romance that had ended in heartbreak and his abrupt departure. But his sudden reappearance, not as a phantom of her past but as a tangible presence seeking employment, had shattered the fragile peace she had so painstakingly constructed.

––––––––
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NOW, AS SHE SAT ACROSS from him in her office, the air thrummed with the unspoken. Every glance that passed between them was a silent conversation, a rapid-fire exchange of memories, regrets, and the gnawing uncertainty of ‘what if.’ Jovie’s professional demeanor was a carefully constructed fortress, but behind its walls, a storm of emotions raged. She watched him, acutely aware of the town’s collective gaze, even though he was physically alone in the room with her. She could feel the eyes of Oak Ridge, imagined them peering through the clinic windows, dissecting every flicker of expression, every subtle shift in posture.

––––––––
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WES, FOR HIS PART, seemed more outwardly at ease, or at least, he projected an air of practiced calm. But Jovie, who knew him intimately, could see the subtle tells. The way his gaze would briefly falter when she mentioned a detail about the clinic that echoed their past, the almost imperceptible tightening of his jaw when she emphasized the demands of the job. He was a man who had learned to mask his vulnerabilities, a skill honed by years on the rodeo circuit where a show of weakness could be costly. But Jovie remembered the unguarded moments, the raw emotion that lay beneath the surface, and she recognized it now, even through the layers of time and hardship.

––––––––
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“THE CLINIC IS MY LIFE’S work, Mr. Gentry,” Jovie had said, her voice steady, a deliberate contrast to the tremor that threatened to run through her. “I’ve poured everything I have into this place. It’s my livelihood, and it’s a place of healing for so many. I need someone who understands the importance of discretion, who respects the privacy of our clients and their animals.”

––––––––
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HER WORDS WERE A SUBTLE reminder, a gentle prod, that this was not a reunion. This was a professional interview. This was about the grounds of her clinic, about maintaining a clean and orderly space for her business. She needed a groundskeeper, not a ghost from her past. Yet, the very act of speaking his name, of looking into those familiar blue eyes, felt like stepping onto hallowed, or perhaps haunted, ground.

––––––––
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WES’S RESPONSE, “I understand,” was quiet, almost perfunctory. But Jovie heard the layers of meaning behind it. He understood the need for discretion, yes, but he also understood the unspoken history that bound them. He understood that their past was a ghost that walked with them, a shadow that stretched long in the midday sun of Oak Ridge. He knew the whispers, the knowing glances, the way their names were often spoken in the same breath. He knew that their story was etched into the very fabric of the town.

––––––––
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SHE CONTINUED TO OUTLINE the duties, her voice a deliberate monotone, masking the turbulent undercurrents within her. “You’ll be responsible for maintaining the lawns, the flowerbeds, the pathways. Any necessary repairs to fences or outbuildings that fall under general upkeep. Keeping the property clean and orderly.” She paused, her gaze sweeping over him, searching for any hint of the man who had once promised her the world and then, with a brutal finality, had walked away.
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