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"Why should I fear death? If I am, death is not. If death is, I am not. Why should I fear that which cannot exist when I do?" —Epicurus
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I CAN’T REMEMBER A time when I wasn’t trying to help heal someone or something. As a little girl on my family’s dairy farm, I made it my mission to help my father with the care of the animals. Such was my dedication that when I found a baby bird that fell out of its nest, I took great pains to nurse it to health and see that it was able to care for itself before I set it free.

Originally, I was determined to heal others the old-fashioned way, with herbs and energy work. I’d read plenty of how-to books on the subject and even taken a few online courses. When I left the farm as soon as I graduated high school and moved to find my way in the nearby city of Winchester, Virginia. I even went as far as to open my own holistic practice. 

It was when I attended a six-week course through the local college’s community education program on herbal remedies that I decided that it was okay to integrate herbal and energy healing with modern medicine. I really didn’t need the course. I’d poured myself into that world for so many years that there was very little in the line of herbal remedies or reiki energy work left for me to learn. I just enjoyed taking the classes and mixing with likeminded people who got a kick out of exchanging herbal remedy recipes and reiki sessions. 

Dr. Peter Thomason was the instructor of this class. I didn’t know for sure, but I guessed him to be in his early thirties. He was not only full of excitement for life, but I found him incredibly handsome and charismatic. It was more than his looks, which, in themselves, were enough to mesmerize any healthy, red-blooded female. I couldn’t imagine anyone being able to resist his royal blue eyes that were made to look even bluer by the thick black lashes that framed them and his sun-bronzed skin as a background. He had a full head of shoulder length hair that was almost ebony black with hints of sunlight running through it. They were more prominent in the out of doors than under the fluorescent lights of the classroom. He wore his generous head of hair pulled back in an old-fashioned queue for most of the classes, but there were a few times when he simply let it fall wildly about. When he did, it framed his high cheek bones and square jaw in such a way as to make me wish it was my arms wrapped so possessively around such beauty instead of that hair. I would sit in the back of the room and revel in the sight of the lean, muscular physique that I was sure existed beneath his baggy linen shirt and pants. 

On the few occasions when I was near enough, the pheromones he emitted practically drove me to the point that I needed to either leave the room or jump his bones, which was saying a lot because I was still a virgin. Since we were in a classroom with other students- and, even if we were alone, I was too inexperienced to know how to lure him into taking me right there on his desk- I opted to leave the room. I’d visit the ladies room for a splash of cool water on my face and a good one-on-one scolding between me and my reflection in the mirror.

He’d recently arrived from a tour with Doctors Without Borders in Africa, which was where he got that memorable tan. More than once, he’d share a tale or two of what it was like for him to treat those in need with both herbs and modern medicine. It was through his stories that I concluded that both had their place, and both had their value. It soon became clear to me that by combining the two, I’d be able to heal a lot more efficiently and effectively. By the time the six-week course was over, I was looking at colleges to attend for my medical degree.

Sadly, Dr. Thomason was scheduled to go on yet another tour with Doctors Without Borders shortly after the course ended, but I managed to convince him to have coffee with me to discuss my plans to go to medical school before we said our goodbyes. Admittedly, I would have preferred our conversation between the sheets after a ridiculously long marathon of love making instead of at Starbucks while drinking a latte and eating a cheese Danish, but no matter. The meeting with the oh so handsome Dr. Peter Thomason, die-hard good Samaritan, was so intense and profound that it solidified my determination to become a medical doctor.

That was twelve years ago.

With my residency behind me, and a medical license finally in my grasp, life became a whirlwind of busy and full, but there were still times when I had a few moments of quiet to reflect on things that a vision of the handsome Dr. Peter Thomason popped into my mind and I wondered what good deeds he was doing and what third world was he doing them in.

As for what was happening with me in my world... I’d accepted a position as the town physician in a small community, called Wolf Junction, in the hills of West Virginia, not far from Mechanicsville. It wasn’t that I didn’t have opportunities to join the staff at a few prestigious hospitals. I’d even been offered a position at a couple of holistic clinics that specialized in using both traditional and alternative medicine when dealing with illnesses such as cancer. I was seriously considering one particular clinic in Phoenix when I learned of the position as town doctor in Wolf Junction. At first, I paid it little mind. After all, I may have been a newly licensed physician, but, not only was I top in my class, I was also highly knowledgeable in herbal and energy medicine. The idea of the freedom being a town doctor would offer over that of a clinic with its hierarchy and rules was alluring. I’d done my residency in a big city hospital with its mega rules, regulations, and jealous competitiveness amongst peers. Being able to work on my own and call the shots was definitely appealing. When I read the report on the recent outbreak of death by mysterious causes, I was sold. The idea of being the physician to discover the illness that was killing a goodly number of Wolf Junction residents when others were stumped was far too alluring. I just had to accept the offer. Besides, it would also provide me with the freedom I so valued when it came to integrating alternative and traditional medicine. The depths of the Blue Ridge Mountains weren’t exactly third world, but society in small towns tended to be less progressive than in most of the country. It was as close to third world as I was going to get.

So, with my medical degree and license proudly in hand, I packed my bags and headed off to Wolf Junction and my new life as Dr. Vickie Anderson, the town physician. 

Little did I know what I was getting myself in for. 
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WOLF JUNCTION MAY NOT have been as advanced both socially and economically as the rest of the country, but it was filled with history. To me, this made up for a lot. 

The home I’d rented was an enormous Victorian style house with a gorgeous wrap around porch. It was far too large for one person, but it had a two-room office set up with a space to act as the waiting room and its own entrance. I was of the frame of mind that having my office under the same roof where I lived would reduce my overhead. After all, I’d built up a considerable amount of debt putting myself through school. Fortunately, my holistic care skills paid for most of my living expenses during my years of education, but there was still a loan for the actual cost of schooling looming over me. As luck would have it, the place came partially furnished. So, I lived in a one hundred plus year old house that was the size of a mini hotel with enough décor in it to make it look occupied. Had the place not come with furnishings enough to soften the interior of the grand house, my bank account would have allowed me to select a room or two to furnish while leaving the rest to the ghosts whose voices echoed off the walls some nights.

I’m not being dramatic when I say the walls echoed voices. It was my own fault for going through a realtor and renting the place from the recommendation of the realtor and the photos I saw on the website. Had I inspected it in person, I would have found the set up in the basement for the mortician to embalm and prepare the bodies to be laid out upstairs in the viewing rooms.

For some reason unbeknownst to me, the realtor left the fact that I was renting a former funeral home out of all communications. Since there was no law stating that its former use needed to be divulged, there was nothing I could do about it but remind myself that I was a woman of science and medicine. The residue of death didn’t, shouldn’t, and wouldn’t bother me.

For a small community, the town of Wolf Junction managed to keep two funeral homes in business right up until Jack Crowley, the mortician who owned my home, died a quiet and peaceful death three years earlier. Running a funeral home had been a Crowley family tradition right up until Jack’s death ended it. Jack’s wife pre-deceased him by ten years. Sadly, they were childless and not one of his relatives felt obliged to pick up where he left off. The house was one of the few things left in the estate that the relatives hung on to. Whether it was for sentimental reasons, since it was a Crowley who’d built it, or if it was for investment purposes, I couldn’t say. They tried to find another funeral director to take the place over, but, after three years of no interest, they put it with a realtor to rent and, well, you know the rest.

Business was slow at first. Some of the townspeople were leery about patronizing a doctor who lived in and worked out of a funeral home, while others worried about the fact that I was so young. It didn’t help that the doctor I replaced -who had died of old age in his sleep- treated the townsfolk for over sixty years. His shoes were tough ones to fill.

What went to my advantage was my knowledge of alternative remedies. I quickly discovered that the locals were more trusting of things that came from mother nature than they were with what came from the pharmacist at the neighborhood drug store. So, I started out peddling the holistic side of my services and slowly slipped the medical into the mix.

By the end of the third month, things looked like they just might work out for me. Although there was still room for plenty more, I had enough patients to fill up at least three days out of the week; although I spread them out throughout the five as best I could. I used my free time to explore the area, as well as my enormous house. 

Wolf Junction was a small town amidst other small towns that were nestled in the hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. I was delighted to discover the myriad of antique shops these towns possessed. History abounded.

It was in one of these quaint shops that I struck up a conversation with the woman behind the sales counter. She was old enough to qualify as an antique herself, but she had the feistiness of a young woman in her persona. Her name was Megan Hastings and I found her delightful. 

Megan was a walking encyclopedia of just about any topic that came up, or so it seemed. She also had a great head on her shoulders when it came to pragmatic subjects, such as the fact that I was rambling around in that grand house when I could have the company of a boarder or two.

What a great idea!

As luck would have it, Megan even knew of a few professionals who would appreciate living arrangements like that. One was a social worker who traveled through the area regularly checking on her cases. Megan was sure that she would appreciate having a steady place to stay where she could keep a few belongings. 

The other would probably be a more temporary situation. He was a novelist who believed he wrote best if he planted himself in the geographical area that he was placing his characters in and exposed himself to the environments or situations that were similar to what he created in his story lines. It was her understanding that he planned on staying for at least a year. He’d visited Megan’s shop and struck up a conversation with her enough for her to feel confident in recommending him as a boarder. She had no doubt he’d be thrilled to leave the boarding house he spoke so poorly about.

It took less than two weeks to interview these two potential boarders, check their references, and set them up in one of the many bedrooms that my house had. In fact, a few of the rooms had Jack and Jill bathrooms so I was able to rent out the two rooms to create a little private living space as well for each of them. Megan was not only a feisty old gal with a winning personality, she was a genius.

I took the rent from the boarders and designated it to help pay off my innumerable debts from school. This allowed me to re-invest money that I earned from my health care practice back into it.

Life was good.
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ANGELA MCGRAW WAS A few years older than me, but not by much. We looked to be about the same size too, but that’s where the similarities ended. Where my hair was sleek and dark, and my skin fair and unblemished, she sported a coppery head of wiry curls and flesh so peppered with freckles that it was impossible to count them. As my eyes traced them to the collar of her pale blue cotton blouse, I had to fight the urge to ask if they continued onto her back and chest. I guessed they did, but that was just a guess. I envied her those striking green eyes. Mine were such a common brown. I noticed that they resembled rich emeralds when she spoke passionately on a subject, which was often. 

She’d been working as the county’s traveling social worker for five years. It was easy to tell that she loved her job by the way she lost herself into conversing about it whenever the opportunity arose. 

She was less outgoing and generous with words and information when it came to discussing herself and her family. The background checks I’d done showed me that she’d lost her parents when she was in her early teens and was taken in by her aunt and uncle on her mother’s side. Although she didn’t say, I got the impression that she wasn’t very fond of them and was eager to leave the nest as soon as she came of age. Her brother, Michael, was two years older than her. He died while fighting in Iraq. Her pain over losing him echoed in her words as she told the tale. 

She was a vegetarian and an animal activist with a special affinity for cats. She didn’t own a pet for the simple reason that she was traveling too much and couldn’t take it with her, but it was something she longed to have. Because it’s my philosophy that people should think before they speak, I didn’t offer to let her have a cat. I needed to see how well she worked out as a boarder first. I also wanted to see how much she’d be home to take care of it.

Evan Ottenburg was the writer. Information on him was a bit harder to acquire, but I managed to get enough to feel comfortable about renting to him. He was a clean-cut, nice-looking guy who was in his mid-thirties. Unlike Angela, his features didn’t make him stand out as soon as he entered a room. He blended with the crowd in a way that allowed him the anonymity I assumed he sought when people watching and coming up with ideas for his stories.

It didn’t hurt that he’d already met Angela in passing while visiting Megan’s shop and they spoke of each other in a way that made me believe them to be compatible. Just to make sure, I held a small dinner party and invited them, along with Megan, the sheriff, Max Orwell, and the owner of the town’s weekly paper, Joslin Camp. 

As I’d expected, Evan and Joslin took an instant liking to each other. It was by listening to their conversation that I learned that Evan started his writing career as a journalist for the New York Post. He eventually grew tired of the rat race and tried his hand at writing fiction. His talent as a word sleuth, combined with his connections in the media world, gave him the foundation to help get the publicity he needed for his first novel to become a bestseller. He wrote under a pseudo-name, but I learned that was quite common. A lot of writers did this for a variety of reasons; mainly the anonymity factor.

I chuckled when I saw Angela’s reaction to Max when he stepped onto my front porch and offered me a bottle of wine as his contribution to the evening. I’d had the same reaction when I first met him. Who wouldn’t? He stood an easy inch or two over six feet tall with shoulders that resembled those of a football player. His broad chest tapered down to narrow hips and a tight butt. His pants didn’t hug his thighs, but I could tell that they were well-formed and muscular. I expected him to tell me that he was a body builder, but it was far from the truth. He got his powerful physique from the hard labor that was required of successful farmers, and he kept it by keeping busy in the out of doors doing things like hunting, camping, and hiking. He was also known to pitch in during haying season should a farmer find himself shorthanded, which was often. His thick, sandy blonde hair was just long enough to cover the top of his ears. It fell across his forehead in a way that drew attention to his sky-blue eyes. 

Had I been looking for a boyfriend, I would have definitely set my sights on Max. As it was, I was far too focused on getting my career off the ground to want to spare the time I felt would be necessary to maintain a relationship with a man that was anything more than casual friendship. 

This had been my thought process since I’d graduated high school. Believe it or not, I went on exactly two dates while in college; both of which turned out disastrous. I was of the frame of mind that dinner and a movie warranted a thank you and a nice evening kiss while my dates felt it deserved a wild bout in bed. Since I was still a virgin and found neither of them hot enough to tempt me to change that status at the time, I sent them packing. They didn’t call for a second date and I was just as happy. I knew that when the time was right, I’d settle down with a man. Now just wasn’t the time. Since I’d always been fine with my own company, I wasn’t worried.

Dinner proved not only entertaining, but it seeded the beginning of several friendships. Once again, I praised Megan for her genius. I couldn’t imagine how different my life would have been had I never walked into her antique shop.
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LIFE WAS GOING SO WELL that I’d completely forgotten about the fact that I’d taken the job with the intention of being the savior who discovered what was causing so many deaths. It was probably because there had been no deaths since my arrival. That changed on the anniversary of my fifth month in town. 

It was a Wednesday evening. It had been a particularly grueling day with difficult and uncooperative patients. Old man Smithson’s gout was acting up again and, of course, he had to argue with me as to what diet worked best to prevent the gout that was returning more and more frequently. Grannie Oleson had yet another asthma attack. As hard as I tried to convince her that she was allergic to the twelve cats she owned, I got nowhere. So, I simply treated her with herbs to help keep her passageways as clear as could be expected under the circumstances and wrote a prescription for an inhaler that I was certain she’d never get filled.

I’d just finished cleaning up after dinner and was settling in for a well-deserved evening of wine, a hot bubble bath, and a good book when my phone rang. Against my better judgement, I answered it. It was sheriff Max Orwell calling to ask me to meet him out at the rest area just outside of town on route 33. He had a dead body and no coroner to declare it dead. It seems, the former doctor doubled as a coroner and medical examiner. I would have found out sooner or later that these things were expected of me. It just would have been nice if it was later.

I took a moment to look longingly at the grand staircase that led to the second floor where my big, beautiful claw foot tub awaited me before I pulled on my sneakers, grabbed my coat, handbag, and car keys, and headed out to meet Max.

Less than fifteen minutes later, I was standing next to the very tall, very handsome Officer Max Orwell and staring down at a dead man who lay with his face buried in the overgrown grass.

Max squatted next to the body. “His name is Jacob Tripp.”

“Who found him?” I asked.

He shrugged as he took out a pair of tweezers and pulled several long, coarse hairs off Jacob’s bare shoulder. “I got an anonymous tip. That’s how it’s been since these deaths started happening.”

I took a closer look at Jacob. “It looks like he was bitten.” I pointed my finger to a spot behind his ear. “There. Do you see where the flesh is punctured in several places?”

Max knit his brows together and squinted at the spot I was referring to. “It doesn’t look much like a bite to me.”

“What do you think caused those wounds, then?” I asked, impatiently. 

Something deep inside told me that the man had been bitten. I didn’t care what Max thought.

“I couldn’t rightly say,” he said. “I just don’t think it’s an animal bite. We’ve got no animal in these parts that would make a mark like that. Besides. If it was an animal, don’t you think it would have torn the flesh a might better than just leaving a few puncture wounds? What animal does that?”

“You have me there,” I admitted. Even though my gut still insisted that Jacob died from some kind of bite, I had no explanation to Max’s question. “I guess that will better be determined during the autopsy.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Max thoughtfully said. “The old doc used to declare the person dead and then send the body off to Mechanicsburg for the autopsy. Those people don’t give a shit about what happens to us here in Wolf Junction. I think we’d be better off at getting to the bottom of what’s going on if we kept things within our town. You’ve got that morgue set up in your basement. How about you doing the autopsy there? The sheriff’s department will, of course, provide you with all the supplies you need.’

“Are you asking me to become the county examiner?” I asked.

Max displayed a perfectly straight set of teeth as he smiled that smile that I was certain got him into any bed he chose. “I suppose I am.”

My first instinct was to jump at the opportunity to expand my income, but I exercised my usual constraint and asked to be allowed to think on it. Grant it, my business wasn’t brimming over with patients at the moment, but it was growing steadily. Could I handle the responsibility of being the county’s medical examiner? I remembered how busy they were in the morgue at the hospital I interned at and wondered if that was what I wanted. Then I laughed. How ridiculous it was of me to compare the ton of deaths that came through a busy city hospital to the sporadic ones that would show up on my doorstep. After all, hadn’t I been living there for five months without seeing one corpse?

“You can think about it, he offered, “but don’t take too long. Okay? We’ll have to ship Jacob off to Mechanicsville Hospital soon if you won’t take him on.”

I heaved a sigh. “I don’t know why I said I had to think about it. It’s been a bitch of a day and I guess I just let it get to me. Of course, I’ll do it. Do you have a place to put him until I get the morgue set up to act as an examining room?”

There was both appreciation and relief in his voice when he informed me that he’d have the one remaining funeral home hold onto Jacob’s body until the following day. He also reiterated that the county would be supplying the examining room with whatever I needed and asked me to make a list by morning so that he could put a rush order on it.

“I doubt the setup will be complete in a day,” I said, “but I imagine I have enough equipment to perform an adequate examination.”

“I think there’s a refrigeration system down there,” Max mused. “It’s been years since I had an occasion to go down there, but I think I saw one.”

“To tell you the truth, I breezed through there once and haven’t been in it since,” I admitted. “I’ve been keeping myself busy building my practice and furnishing the main house. It’s so big. I can’t imagine ever being able to truly complete its décor.”

“It looked pretty good to me when I came to dinner,” Max mused. “I’m sure I told you, but just in case I didn’t, I had a great time that night. Both the food and the company were excellent.”

I smiled with pride and satisfaction. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

“Soon, I hope,” he said.

I found myself staring into his beautiful sky-blue orbs shamelessly as I pondered the possibilities of having him over to dinner without other dinner guests. Would he come? Would he consider me too forward? I knew I was living in the modern age where women thought nothing of initiating the connection or hook-up as some call it, but I was still too inexperienced to feel confident in trying. So, I tore my eyes away from his loveliness and looked at Jacob’s lifeless body instead.

I was so disappointed in myself that I could spit. What was wrong with me? Didn’t he hold my gaze just as long as I held his? He certainly wasn’t the first to look away. That cowardly act was all mine. Was he interested in me even if it was just a little? Even if it was just for sex? I’d reached a point in my life where I’d be okay with that. At least, I thought I would. It wasn’t like I was saving my virginity for that special one. I’d just never been tempted to give it up. Well, I had once with the hot and sexy Doctors Without Borders member, Dr. Peter Thomason. But, no one since then... until now.

A sudden burst of courage surged through me as I stood to face him, “I’ve been a little too busy to put together a dinner party, but maybe you’d like to come over by yourself?”

He moved toward me until there were a mere few inches between us. I was a tall, five-feet-seven inches, but he still towered over me. 

“I was hoping you’d make that offer,” he said with a sultry smile.

The pheromones being emitted from his body were enough to charge a stallion. My abdomen contracted while tiny electrical jolts shot through me in places that normally lay dormant. I could feel the moisture creeping into my crotch and my nipples tingled. Wow. All this from a simple acceptance to a dinner invite. I could only imagine what my body would do if he kissed me.

I didn’t have long to wait.

He wrapped me in his powerful arms as he gently placed his lips to mine. I couldn’t help worrying about how inexperienced my kisses would feel to him as he explored my mouth with his tongue, but I shoved all concern into the recesses of my mind. I had every intention of being selfish and enjoying what was happening without worrying about what he was getting out of it.

My legs went weak and buckled from my weight. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to interfere with his kissing. He simply tightened his hold to help support me as I lost myself in the moment.

I could hear a deep throated moan, but I didn’t realize it was me making it until he pulled his lips from mine and the moan continued to flow from my lips. Now, that was embarrassing. If he didn’t know I was a novice before, he certainly did now.

Either it didn’t bother him to discover what a novice I was when it came to making love or it turned him on even more because, instead of stopping after that kiss, Max got into things full swing. Before I knew what had happened, I found myself rolling around on the ground next to our corpse with my pants around my ankles and his fingers probing between my thighs. We were kissing with a type of frantic frenzy while he had his hand up my shirt to expose my generous breasts. I don’t know if it was the cold night air assaulting the moisture he left behind on my tingling nipples when he shifted his mouth from one breast to the next or the fact that it felt like something was inserted inside of me -which very well could have been his finger, I couldn’t tell for sure- that brought me back to my senses. Was this really happening? Was I about to lose my virginity on the cold, still frozen ground of early spring while next to a dead man? Could things get any tackier than that? Oh, hell no!

My emotions were all over the place. The selfish part of me said, ‘Corpse be damned. This guy is hot, and my body is ready.’ While the sensible part of me shouted, ‘Slut! Have you no respect for the dead? What’s wrong with you? There’s a time and a place for everything and this is neither the time nor the place. If this hot and sexy guy is really into you, he’ll wait.’ 
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