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      FREYA

      The ad reads: Small town seeks veterinarian for two-year contract. Student loan payment or bonus upon signing. Large and small animal practice. Must love small towns.

      Her roommate, Chalyse, spots it on LinkedIn. “What kind of a cow turd backwater is this? They have to offer a bonus for signing a two-year contract.”

      Freya, sitting on the apartment’s shabby window seat, perks up. Behind her, flurries of fat snowflakes dot the black sky. “Send me the link.” She returns to her laptop. She’s studying bovine intestinal parasites, which, she has to admit, are clever little creatures despite the havoc they wreak on innocent cows.

      Chalyse rolls her eyes. “Freya, come on. Small towns like this specialize in alcoholism and gossip.”

      Freya stays focused on her computer. Her concentration is such that she can study something and talk at the same time. “Then I’ll always have someone for a chat and a drink.”

      Chalyse, another Doctor of Veterinary Medicine student, already has a job lined up. She finds it amusing exploring the world of veterinary medicine by looking at the job postings. Last night, there was one on a cruise ship caring for exotic species. “You don’t even like people that much.”

      Freya’s eyes flick up from the computer. “Last I looked, you were semi-human.”

      Chalyse waves a hand. “Stop with the compliments. The point is, rural practices are rough.”

      Freya looks out at the snow, thinking about her student loan. Sure, she applied for every grant and scholarship under the sun. Together they paid for a month, maybe two. The size of the loan feels like a block of cement molded to her feet. Chalyse’s parents have financed a good chunk of vet school. Like Freya, she is from Seattle, where she will return to join her aunt’s small animal practice in fancy Madison Park on the shores of Lake Washington. Madison Park is populated by new-tech cash and ancient money. The waiting room at her aunt’s practice, Chalyse says, has a five-thousand-dollar espresso machine.

      “What exactly do you know about small towns?” Freya asks.

      Chalyse finishes filing her nails. They both keep their nails scrupulously short and clean. “My dad is from a small town. My grandma knew he’d flunked a class before he opened his report card. His teacher stopped her in the grocery store to complain about how he wasn’t applying himself.”

      “That’s funny.” Freya tilts her head. “How do you know I’ll hate it?”

      Chalyse rubs her eyes. Finals are coming. As fourth-year students, they both have overnight rotations in the Washington State University Veterinary Teaching Hospital. They’re also cramming for their licensing exams. This is the final stretch. “You heard the lectures on rural medicine. On call twenty-four seven. Below-zero conditions. Icy roads and bad cell coverage. Farmers who don’t think women can do the job. Massively huge animals who can bust your arm during delivery if they don’t like you all up in their business.” She lifts her tea mug. “Meanwhile, I will be warm and dry, stitching up labradoodles who get handsy with bitches at the dog park.” She takes a long sip from her mug. “Think about it.”

      Freya has opened up another window on her computer. She studies an image from a Google search. Whisper Falls, Washington is surrounded by rolling green Palouse Prairie hills of wheat. Thousands of acres of farmland. Farms, she mentally acknowledges, that she’d be visiting on frigid nights, dealing with anxious farmers and animals worth thousands of dollars which she’d be expected to save. Animals that could slam her against stalls, break her ribs and bite her. But her student loan debt will crush her if immediate action isn’t taken.

      Freya doesn’t need a soft life. Has never lived one. It is choose your own adventure time.

      “I might not even get the job.” Surprisingly, she realizes: she does want it. Maybe too much. She thinks about the orphaned wolf pups she cared for last year, now running wild. Also, there is the fantasy world in her mind based on a book series she fell into at thirteen. All Creatures Great and Small. The idea of a clean world. A fresh start. “Physically, I am small.” She holds up her hands, perfect for surgery. Not great for holding down large animals. Lilly used to tell her that she was built for the city although Freya suspects it was just Lilly’s way of encouraging her to stay in Seattle.

      Besides six years of academic life in Pullman, all she’s known is suburbia as a child, and at twelve, when Lilly took over, urban Seattle, where anything Lilly or Freya might have needed or wanted was available. If it wasn’t, Amazon, headquartered nearby, would deliver it within a few hours. How many times had Lilly picked her up at Juanita High School, headed to the Evergreen Floating Bridge, and asked her to choose the restaurant while they drove to Capitol Hill? “But not Ethiopian again, Freya. How about the new Nepalese place?” Freya remembers rolling her eyes because she loved Ethiopian and was always hungry. Lilly was a terrible cook.

      Chalyse snorts. “Right. As if that’s ever stopped you from anything. You love ordering people around. What’s this about?”

      Freya traces a question mark in the foggy window. “I don’t know.” She does. “Money, I guess.” She’s lying. “Student loans that need their own zip code. It doesn’t feel great, not knowing where I’m going. I’ve known where I was headed since I was thirteen.” Much closer to the truth.

      Chalyse laughs. “Freya, if I was a betting woman, which, obviously, I am, I’d put every cent on you. The number-one graduate of one of the top veterinary schools in the United States? They will throw money at you—” Chalyse, who is a keen poker player, studies her friend, narrows her eyes. “Oh, hang on. You just wanted to hear yourself described that way, didn’t you?”

      Freya suppresses a grin. “I think the word is ‘gloating.’”

      “You’re a horrible person.”

      Freya smirks, but inside, her mind flits through all the drawbacks of a rural practice. Her finger hovers over the link for the job application. “Maybe. But I’m one hell of a veterinarian.” She tells herself sternly that there’s more to life than trendy bars and traffic snarls, and clicks. She’ll miss Lilly, sure. But Whisper Falls is a five-and-a-half-hour drive from Seattle. Maybe green hills and farms will be a welcome change of pace.

      

      Stepping into the spotlight, Freya wants to bolt. It’s been two weeks since she applied for the job. The reply was nearly instant. Bonnie, who is responsible for the hiring, seems to love her. Now she just wants to make like a spring foal and take off. Eager faces wait in the dark auditorium for the valedictorian, wondering why their son/daughter/nephew/niece isn’t standing in her place. Freya’s throat constricts, trapping the words. The audience in the dim recesses of Washington State University’s Bryant Hall shift in their narrow seats. Some cough. Can she bend down and whisper to Professor Linderman, who is sitting at the end of the row, say she’s got a migraine? She glances at professors flanking her, solemn and quiet in their black robes, perched on folding chairs like buzzards. It’s too late to quit, isn’t it?

      Ugh.

      Sucking in a stale lungful of conditioned air, Freya reminds herself, I’m not a quitter, stopping short of a pep talk. She thinks of what her aunt Lilly always says: “You need to find a way…” It stops there. No sense in continuing. Freya’s great at creative thinking when it comes to animals. Freshman year she found a used toy while walking around campus, sterilized it and kept it in the animal clinic break-room freezer with her name on it for a month, thinking it might come in handy. One day she was examining a puppy and offered a frozen teething toy while she did her exam. Her supervising professor asked Freya who had suggested it.

      Freya was puzzled. “Nobody. It just makes sense.”

      All her work is paying off now. They’ve permitted her to string three letters behind her name. D-V-M. Certified fresh animal fixer.

      Finally.

      She’s wanted this since she was thirteen years old.

      She squints into a sea of cowboy hats, baseball caps, ladies’ sun hats, short hair, long hair, and everything in between.

      Little kids roll programs into spyglasses. “Where’s Uncle?” “When can we eat?” “It’s too hot!”

      Aftershave mingles with perfume.

      During surgery on a goat with the interior of a baseball wrapped around its intestines, Professor Linderman quietly informed Freya of the privilege. She’d been selected by her peers. It was, he said, neatly clipping and removing the string, the highest honor. Valedictorian.

      He was thrilled.

      Freya politely said no thank you, distracted him with two questions about goat guts and one USDA goat herd vaccine query for good measure. After surgery, he brought it up again. Thought she’d been joking. Left her in the shiny white clinic hallway saying she’d need a solid draft in three days. He’d shoot her an email address on where to send it.

      After agonizing over it up until 2 a.m. the morning it was due, she decided, the hell with it. She’d write the truth. Memorize it using the same system she used for digesting vast amounts of scientific information faster than all her classmates.

      Find a way, she tells herself.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Freya searches the dark for Aunt Lilly’s calm brown eyes. Finds them in the fourth row.

      Lilly grins, waves her pink nails, nodding once. Out of business wear for once, Lilly has dressed up in white and pink, which is jarring.

      Freya picks a cat hair from her robe. Closes her eyes, opens them and begins. “After four years of classes and clinics, I know many of you feel that I don’t like you, which is perhaps why I got the feeling that many of you don’t like me. The truth is, I don’t like you.”

      Everyone laughs, which she didn’t expect.

      Another deep breath. “Not as much as I like animals. Honestly, I love animals. Not as a child. We didn’t have them. When I was in middle school, I realized that they are much easier to understand than most humans.” She blinks into the lights. “Perhaps that says more about thirteen-year-olds, but I don’t think so. Animals are easy to help. Most of the time.” She lifts her robe, kicking her booted foot to the side. “A Percheron broke three metatarsal bones in my foot because he didn’t want his eyes examined.” Waving her hand in the air, she points. “I received three stitches in my wrist, courtesy of a cat who didn’t want to be removed from her kennel before surgery. I can’t even count the number of rabbits that have pooped on me.”

      People laugh.

      This time she expects it.

      She continues on the same theme. Relating to animals better than people. Understanding that it wasn’t, perhaps, a healthy way to go through life, but she’d make a career out of it. Healing animals makes her a better person. Maybe, just maybe, some day in the future, it will help her understand the human animal, including herself.

      Although the speech receives enthusiastic applause, Freya doesn’t enjoy it.

      Not at all.

      The whole ceremony is stifling, pompous, and insufferable. She wrote the speech for the one person who matters. Aunt Lilly had given her the books about the young veterinarian tramping all over the Yorkshire Dales in a time so distant, it seemed like a fairy tale. A place so foreign, she could make it her own. A city man trying to find himself in a jaggedly beautiful countryside when England could offer no jobs, no leads, and seemingly, no hope.

      And yet.

      Aunt Lilly had said, “Find a way,” even if it meant she would, for a while, lose Freya to school, animals, and hopefully, a thriving rural practice.

      As the applause dies down, Freya smiles gratefully at Lilly, raises both hands, clapping them in her aunt’s direction. “I love you,” she mouths, ignoring everyone else in the auditorium.

      

      “Here you go,” Lilly says, handing Freya a flute of champagne at the window of their hotel. She’s splurged on a one-bedroom suite at the Residence Inn by Marriott. The room overlooks campus and the wheat fields surrounding Pullman. Rather than try to find a table in the crowded small town, Lilly’s brought in a celebratory lunch of curried chicken salad sandwiches, a fruit platter with chunks of cheese, and tiny chocolate cakes for dessert. Freya’s told her about the job and Lilly’s pretended to be totally excited, although Freya heard the wistfulness in her voice. It made her feel guilty about leaving home. Lilly has been there for her since she was twelve and her world became unhinged.

      “Nice view,” Freya says, downing her champagne. She’s tired from all the intense emotion. Exhausted from packing up her share of the apartment last night and saying goodbye to Chalyse. Now she has to worry about Lilly being alone.

      Yes, technically, she moved out for college, but this feels different. There’s a finality in being close to taking a job far from Seattle and the home they shared for six years.

      Freya remembers Lilly crying, saying she couldn’t afford to keep her parents’ house. Freya’s home. The mortgage payments were too high. Her parents’ estate had too much debt. Lilly had to save for college, braces, and all the things you have to think about when your sister and her husband suddenly die.

      To her own surprise, Freya was relieved to leave her old home. She wanted to move. If she lived at Lilly’s house, maybe she wouldn’t think of her parents all the time in an exhausting loop. Lilly’s house was only five blocks away.

      Shockingly, unlike everything else in her young life, it worked. The pain wasn’t erased but it was blunted.

      “That’s expensive French champagne. You’re not supposed to guzzle it.” Lilly tops up her niece’s glass.

      Freya counts on her fingers as she curls up on the couch. “One, I made it through that speech, and two, I’m not the one driving back to Seattle tonight.”

      Lilly kicks off her heeled sandals and sits beside Freya. “I wish I could have gotten the day off.” She chews on her sandwich. “I tried.”

      “Ah, but you’re leaving me the hotel room. A room like this to myself? A huge tub? Most of this bottle of—” Freya leans in, reading the label. “Completely unpronounceable French champagne.” She lifts her glass. “Netflix and HBO. I’ll be fine.”

      Lilly wipes her eyes. “I’m so proud of you. If your parents were here—” She swipes a couple tears, shaking her head. “I swore I wasn’t going to cry.” She grabs a few Kleenex from a nearby table, dabbing at the corners of her eyes to prevent smearing her mascara. “I just know you’re going to get that job too. I’m not going to lie; I’ll miss you, but you’ll get time off—right?”

      Freya laughs. “It’s not prison.”

      Lilly grins, raising her perfectly arched brows. “Smart-ass. I know how hard rural vets work. I read that James Herriot series too, you know. All Creatures Big and Beautiful.”

      Freya passes Lilly the box of chocolate cakes from The Goose House bakery. “All Creatures Great and Small. You owned it. You don’t even like reading.”

      Lilly peruses the contents of the box, selecting one, biting it, and rolling her eyes. “Oh my goodness. Heaven.” She wipes frosting off the corner of her lips. “Okay, I skimmed it.”

      “I know you did. You told me the owner of the veterinary practice was Roy. The character’s name was Siegfried. You confused a book about rural English countryside life in the 1930s with a campy Vegas tiger show.” Freya is definitely buzzed.

      Lilly selects another cake, sniffling as she tries to keep a straight face. “I take it back. I’m not going to miss you at all.”
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      TRENT

      Outside the auditorium, sun shines on graduation day, clear and high, beating down on parents and family gathering around the freshly minted Doctors of Veterinary Medicine. The graduates wear black gowns with thick gray stripes to distinguish them from the undergraduates as they stream from the doors.

      Trent Crossley sweats under the polyester gown as he scans the crowd looking for his parents. He lingers on a few pretty grad students with whom he has shared memorable nights. One or two of them might have noticed him, but then he spots his family, moving towards them. His dad, Mike, checks his watch, eager to be on the road. His mother, Diane, brightens when she spots him in the crowd, waving excitedly. She’s wearing one of her best dresses, a pale green dotted with bright pink flowers. She congratulates him with gushing praise and a fierce hug.

      Mike grumbles, “Good job.” His highest praise, employed for a mechanic who fixed a tractor or a dinner his mother has slaved over all afternoon. “We’d better get going,” he says as soon as his wife lets go of their son. Time is money and graduation ceremonies are something he attends because his wife puts her foot down. “No” wasn’t an option. Every minute spent off the farm is money lost.

      Trent wishes he had a dollar for every time he heard his father say, “We’d better get going.” Although his father is rich—one of the wealthiest farmers in Washington State—there will never be enough time or money in Mike’s world. Trent has known this for as long as he can remember. Dad is out of the house before the sun comes up three hundred and fifty-five days a year. Once a year, in February, his parents fly to an all-inclusive resort in Mexico for ten days, but even this is only a recent development. When Trent was in high school, his mother said she’d leave if they didn’t take one vacation a year. Mike hates lazing around the beach. He doesn’t read, golf, swim or do anything for fun other than take his wife out to eat a couple times a month. Once, at a wedding, he got drunk and line danced. People in Walla Walla still talk about it. The Mexican vacation happens like clockwork because, as his sons joke, it’s cheaper than finding a new wife.

      Although Trent’s dad could have easily written a check for all four years of veterinary school, Mike Senior—because Trent’s oldest brother is also a Mike—cut all of his children off financially at eighteen. They all got the same speech. Mike Senior was raised hungry on a dirt farm. Worked like a dog every day of his life. His children would earn their own way. Sometimes Trent wonders if they would have gone hungry too if their mother hadn’t been there to feed them. Mike Senior is a big fan of deprivation.

      Trent’s two brothers work the farm alongside their dad. If they don’t, Mike Senior won’t, in his own words, leave them one red cent. When he was in grade school, Trent heard Mike Jr. getting the red cent speech and wondered why anyone would call pennies red. He didn’t dare ask his father.

      Pullman is crowded with families going out to dinner, strolling the town in happy crowds, eating ice cream and laughing. Trent walks his parents to their truck, dragging his feet, delaying what he’s planned in great detail.

      They reach the old truck. It will be kept until there is more rust than steel.

      His mother gives him another hug, whispering, “Your father is proud too. You know how he is.”

      Trent thinks, Yes, I know how he is. And that he will never change. He’ll always be a tight-fisted, humorless, quiet man who leaves his affections unspoken and undemonstrated. Trent likes to think that maybe, in Mexico, Senior shows his wife a little tenderness. Smiles. Buys her a flower or a pretty piece of jewelry she admires. He knows that Mike Senior worked hard to give his family a better life but also resents his sons for being raised in the relative lap of luxury. Ice cream every night and modern farm machinery. His sons listen to podcasts while ploughing fields in air-conditioned John Deere cabs. Tractors that cost more than Mike Senior’s childhood home.

      Trent has lied to his father. Or maybe he hasn’t. Trent doesn’t remember the conversation where he agreed to return home and become a full-time vet on Crossley Farms. Care for the herds of cattle, horses, chickens, goats, family dogs, and host of barn cats. It is more than a full-time job. Crossley Farms has a lot of livestock.

      It was assumed that Trent would work the farm, like his brothers. He went along because nobody dared cross Senior. He’d been raised rough. Trent’s grandmother smoked a pipe. She died of a stroke, famously cussing a blue streak to a sweet nurse who nearly died of mortification. His father whipped his sons, which Mike Senior never did. Not once. As his mother always said when Mike Senior wasn’t listening, her husband was doing the best he could, given his start in life. Trent never bought that explanation, but he couldn’t afford tuition on his own, nor would he qualify for student aid. He’s put off delivering bad news until the very last moment. A boulder he’s been carrying around for four years. He’s tired.

      “See you back at the ranch,” his father says, an attempt at humor, calling the farm a ranch. Their main crop is high-nutrient alfalfa sold to foreign markets.

      “Mike, don’t you want to tell your son something about how you feel?” Trent’s mother says, which is uncharacteristic, likely the result of the beer she drank at lunch.

      Mike Senior’s calloused hand is on the frame of the truck cab. Trent wonders if this suit is the one his dad wore to Trent’s high-school graduation nine years ago. Probably. Mike Senior steps back onto the sidewalk, taking off his straw cowboy hat. It’s the good one he wears to church. “About how I feel? Huh.”

      Trent has a sinking feeling in his stomach. This isn’t going be good.

      “Yes, I feel—” His emphasis eloquently conveys his thoughts on how little he thinks emotions matter. “I feel that Trent should have been the top graduate.” He lifts his index finger. “Not the second. The top. That’s how I feel.” He climbs into the cab, slamming the door.

      Trent and his mother exchange a long-suffering glance.

      Trent shrugs. “Now you know.”

      “He doesn’t mean that.” His mother pats his arm, her eyes sad.

      Diane doesn’t know that Mike Senior said exactly what Trent needs. It confirms that he’s making the right decision. He can’t work for his father. No way in hell. He doesn’t owe his father one red cent.

      His mother hugs him, telling him she’ll have a little party at home with family and friends. Make onion rings from Walla Walla Sweets and her peach pie with the crumble topping. His mother is so sweet and, inexplicably, loves his father. Trent doesn’t have the heart to tell her what he has planned.

      Trent waves as the truck pulls out. He lets his dad merge into the streets of Pullman, clogged with graduates and their families. Trent walks to his own truck, hardly believing what he is doing. Thrilled and scared—and angry with himself for being scared. He is a grown-ass man.

      When he reaches highway 27, which is the main exit from Pullman, he should take a left and follow the road to highway 195, heading south. A turn he’s probably taken a hundred times. Instead, Trent takes a right, following highway 27 north. He might not have the guts to tell his father his plan, but Trent Crossley isn’t going to spend his life stewing over his father’s many shortcomings.

      As he drives north, his phone rings. He doesn’t answer. Ten minutes later, it rings again. Trent pulls over. As he suspected, it is his mom. They’ve probably stopped somewhere for dinner. They’re saving him a place. His mom will order him a burger, knowing exactly how he likes it with onion rings that won’t be as good as hers. Of course. Trent gazes at the rolling hills of wheat. The sun hangs low, glowing on the horizon, infusing the green wheat.

      His father’s words ring in his ears. When Mike Senior said he should have gotten first, Trent had felt ashamed of himself for still needing the praise. Ashamed that his father wasn’t the kind of man who could recognize his son’s accomplishments. A man who hadn’t spent one day in veterinary school. Who had no concept of the long hours, the studying, the sick animals at the clinic, the internship vaccinating wild horses that kicked and bit. Horse flies had chewed him up like raw meat. He’d dropped into bed so tired he fell into sleep like a black hole. Too tired to shower or eat. He’d wake up starving, smelling of livestock and sweat.

      Freya Johannsen, the girl who gave the valedictorian speech, came in first. He shakes his head, surprised that Freya, of all people, has a sense of humor. He knows why everyone voted for her: she’s smart. Not the kind of girl who’s fun to hang out with, but everyone knew she was the hotshot. She’s probably headed for a surgical internship where she’ll make good money. He’s shocked that she deigned to give a speech—a good speech. Too bad he didn’t ask her for a cup of coffee, although, if he’s honest, she scares him. She would have said no, of course. Freya is Hermione Granger. A know-it-all who haunted the labs, the wolf pup habitat and the other students by making them look unprepared. Who, rumor has it, sliced into her first patient like she was jumping into a pool. The only one who wasn’t a bundle of nerves. Goodbye to all that.

      Trent composes a text. Thanks for coming to graduation. I’m not coming home. His finger hesitates over the phone. He doesn’t want to hurt his mother but can’t see another way. A bakery truck rattles past. Two white vans. He hits send. It’s done. The weight he’s been carrying vanishes. He’s light as a feather. Free. Trent powers down his phone. Puts it in the glove box to ward off the ruminations about how his text will be received. His mother will be deeply disappointed and sad. His father might never speak to him again. His brothers will be furious and secretly jealous.

      Why didn’t he just stand up to his father and tell him the truth? It’s strange, feeling free and weak at the same time. He’s mad at himself for taking the easy way out. Still, it’s done now, and there’s nothing to do but leave it all behind. Put Pullman and his family in the rear-view mirror.

      He puts the truck into drive and keeps driving north, into what feels like his future. Crossley Farms can find another veterinarian. Trent Crossley has other plans.
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      FREYA

      Freya perked up during the last few minutes of the bus ride. From the two-lane highway closest to town, it appeared as though most farmhouses had been rebuilt. On closer inspection, many are the original gabled wood and shingled roofs, some in better repair than others. The distance from the highway to Whisper Falls is so short, Freya wonders if she’s gotten it wrong. Maybe this is a smaller town? The central part of the town contains the older, more gracious homes with larger gardens, interspersed with smaller, newer houses and a few random shops off the main streets. A tiny antique store with a fruit stand. A taco truck with picnic tables. On the gas station door, there is a taped piece of paper with bold black letters. Gone fishing. Freya snorts with laughter that she’s arrived in a place where people actually do this. It’s the first time she’s seen this in her life and it’s hilarious.

      The sign at the town limits had an illustrated lush waterfall, but the only hint of water is a stand of roadside cottonwood trees with damp roots. Freya has never in her life been in such a small town. There isn’t even a bus station. The bus paused on the side of the dusty road and Freya had to wait for the driver to locate her roll-a-board suitcase in the yawning underside. The bus left, trailing a cloud of dust. It bumped over the narrow road into the rolling fields of emerald-green wheat. Butterflies flitted near a rotting fence. A cricket chirped nearby. For lack of anything else to do, Freya watched the bus vanish into the horizon.

      Now what?

      Bonnie Hargate had written, in her final email, that somebody would pick her up. Where is her ride? Freya has no idea who to ask for in town. She doesn’t have the driver’s name. They could be sitting in car with the wrong phone number, one digit off, texting her, wondering why she hasn’t responded.

      Down the road, where the bus disappeared, a green tractor, glinting in the sun, crosses from one field to another. The engine hums in the still air.

      There isn’t a soul in sight. Nothing but blue sky, puffy clouds, and a hunting cat in the scrubby front yard of a narrow house across the street. That cat might be one of her patients soon. Freya finds herself wishing she could walk over and say hello. Animals always center her in a way she can’t quite explain. The only thing stopping her is the thought of leaving her suitcase while wandering into the bushes after a cat more interested in a field mouse than meeting his or her new doctor. Also, wandering into someone’s yard uninvited isn’t advisable.

      Freya pulls out the handle of the suitcase, walking the short distance into Whisper Falls. Her suitcase bumps on the road until she reaches the equally bumpy sidewalk. The central thoroughfare is unimaginatively named Main Street.

      Main Street is bookended by two churches, one squat and stone and the other white with stained glass windows and a picturesque steeple. There is a squat Grange Hall, which, according to the sign, houses the Eagles Club. The wooden sign has a reader board behind glass advertising a bar and social itinerary. In one week, there is a town council meeting. All are invited. Bingo night is twice a week.

      Freya crosses the street to peer in the window of a pale-yellow cafe with large plate glass windows, the kind of place Seattleites would call retro and adore. Molly’s cafe advertises home cooking, local meat, and all-day breakfast specials. There are two people at the counter. The waitress, with a head of brown curls, rests her chin on her fists, elbows pressed against the counter. As Freya watches, she throws back her head, laughing. The other two chatter while Freya stares, wondering what they’re saying. The waitress—Molly herself, perhaps?—looks up and catches her spying. Freya guesses she’s slightly older, maybe mid-thirties, with an open, friendly face. In Seattle or Pullman, nothing would happen, but here she waves, motioning for her to come inside. Surprised, Freya darts away, walking quickly from the long window, fake glancing at her phone. Where is her ride?

      Next door is a bar. It’s painted black with peeling white trim at the windows. Pappy’s. The door is propped open with a bucket filled with sand. Stale air wafts from inside, smelling of Pine-Sol cleaner, sour beer, and fried food. Burgers.

      Ten minutes later, the restaurant is busy. The waitress has forgotten about her, which makes it safe for Freya to sit on the bench in front of Molly’s cafe without attracting attention. It feels like she got off the bus hours ago, but it’s only been twenty-three minutes. In that time, the temperature has crept up enough that her interview outfit of black slacks and a button-up white cotton shirt wilts in the heat. She wipes her brow with the back of her hand, surreptitiously feeling her hair. Her curls tend to escape from her ponytail when she sweats, like horns.

      Freya is digging around in her backpack for a brush when a truck screeches to a halt in front of her, parallel to the sidewalk, parking over at least three painted parking lines. The diners in the window of Molly’s look up from their food as the harried driver rolls down his window. He is about Freya’s age, mid-twenties, with a thick mop of brown hair and a smattering of freckles peeking through his tan. “Please tell me that you are the veterinarian.”

      “Okay. I am the veterinarian.”

      “Awesome!” He seems very relieved, hopping out of the truck cab, his frame long and rangy in Levi’s and a sun-faded T-shirt. “They didn’t say anything about you being pretty,” he says, plopping her suitcase into the back of the truck. “Okay, wait. That was sexist. I’m sorry.” He rolls his finger in a replay motion. “Let’s go back. Sorry I’m late.” He offers his hand. “I’m Liam. I’m here to give you a ride to old Doc Carmody’s clinic.”

      She gives him a blank look.

      “Uh, sorry. Everyone around here knew him. He’s the vet that left his practice to the town. His house, his office. All of it. Of course, it’s all one. But you already knew that. Again, sorry to call you pretty.”

      She grins. “I’ve been called worse.”

      Liam races around the truck to open her door. “Wow, well, they must be idiots.”

      The interior of Liam’s truck cab smells of alfalfa and coffee. Freya shakes her head as he starts the truck and drives off, taking a left at the end of Main Street. “No, I don’t know much really. Mrs. Hargate was in a hurry when we talked the last time—”

      Liam snorts.

      “What?” Freya asks.

      “It’s just not many people call her Mrs. Hargate.”

      “Well, what do they call her?”

      Liam slows down in front of the old house, passing it to take a right into the long gravel drive that runs down the far side of the building, which looks like it might be the clinic. The drive ends at an old carriage house. He jumps out to open the door for her. “Well, I call her Mom.”

      Freya stares at him for a second before taking in her surroundings. It was such a short ride. “I could have walked here.”

      Liam nods. “Would have been a longer walk if I’d been on time and Mom thought you might have more luggage.”

      Carmody House is a rambling white turn-of-the-century farmhouse with gables. It sits L-shaped in the garden like a majestic grand dame gone to seed. Black shutters remain attached to the leaded glass windows, but the slate roof has gaps, like a young child’s teeth. The front garden pushes into the deep porch running the front length of the house. It’s a riot of bushy lilacs, frayed tulips past their peak, frilly white narcissi springing from a meadow of overgrown grass and buttercups. Two brick paths cut through the garden: one leading to the main portion of the home, and one to the clinic wing, both choked with weeds. The sign for the clinic says Whisper Falls Veterinary Clinic and Surgery. Est. 1923. The clinic runs the length of the gravel drive until it meets the stone wall. A rusty iron fence with gates surrounds the front property. Without testing them, Freya knows the hinges need oiling.

      Everything about Carmody House and the Whisper Falls Clinic has personality and character. Good bones, Aunt Lilly would say. Freya decides on the spot that this place will demand her best self. Whisper Falls is the perfect place for a fresh start.

      “Here you go,” Liam says, depositing her suitcase at her feet. “My mom’s waiting inside.”

      “Thanks for the ride,” Freya says. The air smells of lilacs and apple blossoms. Their purple and pink petals litter the drive.

      Liam gives her a shy smile, nodding his head. The gravel crunches under his work boots. “I gotta get back to the farm. Our neighbor, Hank, kept saying that he’d be the one to find the town a veterinarian. Mom would love to get one over on him. They’ve been arguing about land and water and anything else they can think of to disagree about since my parents got divorced and Mom took over the farm. I was ten, so it’s been a minute. Good luck. Hope you get it.”

      “Thanks.”

      Liam starts the truck, backs a couple feet along the drive, and rolls down the passenger window. “Hey, Freya, I almost forgot.”

      She glances back at him.

      “Welcome to Whisper Falls!”

      Although she could cut through a gap between the fence and the porch, she rounds the corner to the front yard and steps onto the path to Carmody House. Liam’s truck rumbles away. She waves, climbs the creaky porch stairs, and knocks on the thick oak door. While she waits, she admires a calliope hummingbird feeding upon blooms, listening to the fluttering whir of wings. A second hummingbird darts into the garden. She thinks of the crowds, congestion, and foggy air of Seattle. Lilly is only a few hours away by car. She’d love it here. In a shockingly quick time, this tiny town feels like her future.

      

      Freya can feel it. The job is hers. She has that giddy, lightheaded feeling of being close to winning. Sometimes Freya has a hard time reading people. Information is easy to access. People, not so much. But Bonnie is practically purring, repeatedly saying it’s all sewed up.

      Her index and thumb circle into a loop with a tiny space between. “One minor detail needs ironing out. Have to run it past Hank. He’s on the town council with me. I don’t want to talk out of school, but if you want a job done, ask a woman, right?” Bonnie sighs. “If this this goes well, I’ll take you over to meet him. This interview was supposed to be a two-person job but he hasn’t answered my last two emails or my texts. I keep texting him thinking that someday he’ll start texting me back, but no dice. His daughters got him a fancy iPhone that he doesn’t know how to work. Pretends he does and gets upset when I offer to show him stuff like closing windows or what have you. Part dinosaur, you know?”

      Freya smooths her pants. Lord, this woman can talk. Ever since she opened the door to Carmody House and ushered her left, into the clinic waiting room, Bonnie hasn’t stopped. Freya’s learned that it took five tedious years for Bonnie to get the town council to approve her plan to lure a new veterinarian after Doc Carmody left it to the town of Whisper Falls. “Herding cats,” Bonnie said. “You’d think with nine of us it wouldn’t be too hard to get things done but oh no, everyone chatters about crops and beef prices like a bunch of old hens.”

      “It’s okay, I can wait.”

      “Is there anything you’d like to know about the job or Whisper Falls?”

      The grandfather clock ticks. They’re seated on wooden benches facing one another.

      This is the first time Freya hasn’t replied with rapid-fire precision.

      Bonnie waits with raised eyebrows. “Anything at all?”

      Freya has prepared for what she hopes is every variation of every possible question. Queries about a breech lambing or herd inoculations. How to choose between two patients at one farm, say, a lame horse and a milking cow with acute mastitis. She can tell Bonnie that modern colic treatments haven’t changed much, but if there is intestinal displacement, lifesaving surgery is much more frequent and cost-effective. She knows her weak spot. The only clinic work at graduate school that frustrated her was the consultations before and after treatment with pet owners. Farmers are often well versed in animal husbandry, vaccination programs and the cost of veterinary care for livestock and fowl. Sometimes they’re not. She’s witnessed instructor-level veterinarians having long arguments with stubborn horse owners about the necessity of tendon surgery or leg braces. Obvious remedies for lameness. She secretly hopes that rural practice is less about the owners and more about their livestock and pets. Animals are easy to understand. Honest by default.

      They are tucked into the waiting room, away from the glass-fronted doors. Freya starts to ask about the town. She’s genuinely curious about what attracted the first settlers. Perhaps it’s water. A town named Whisper Falls must have streams or rivers. “Is there an actual waterfall—” is as far as she gets before she’s distracted by rattling at the locked clinic door.

      The two women stare at each other. The sound hangs in the dusty motes swirling about the room. Freya waits for Bonnie to answer the door. This is the logical thing. This is Bonnie’s turf, but, much to Freya’s dismay, Bonnie shows no signs of moving.

      A series of sharp knocks on the glass.

      “Well, who is that?” Bonnie mutters, remaining stubbornly seated. “Everyone knows this place is closed.”

      “Do you want me to get it?” Freya asks, although she certainly doesn’t want to. This isn’t her town.

      Bonnie shrugs. “Sure.”

      Rounding the half wall, Freya’s brain takes a second to catch up to what she’s seeing.

      Trent Crossley. Is she imagining this? Did the stress of traveling by bus lead to this?

      She shakes her head, closes her eyes, opens them. No. He’s really here, looking confused, which is a nice change. Trent doesn’t expect locked doors. Ever since they were assigned to the same clinic rotation last year, she’s called him the Retriever. Chalyse knew what she meant. “The Retriever flirted up two cat ladies and one hippy granola goat woman today.” He’s friendly, well built, handsome and universally beloved. Annoyingly so. When he walks into a room, everybody looks.

      Freya opens the door a crack. “What are you doing here?” she hisses, glancing behind her to make sure she’s hidden from Bonnie. For a hot minute, she ponders slamming the door in his face, as if he’d magically disappear. What is Trent Crossley doing filling up the door frame like a bad dream? He doesn’t belong in Whisper Falls. At her job interview. She can feel the job and Carmody House, the stately porch, the blossoming orchard, carriage house, all slipping away, along with the assurance of room and board. Not to mention the big fat check of twenty grand the town treasurer is prepared to write for her student loans. Followed by thirty more if she stays after the first two years.

      She really wants to slam the door in his face.

      She doesn’t.

      “Freya?” he says, clearly puzzled. The only thing worse than Trent Crossley showing up at her job interview is feeling a tiny, involuntary flip inside reacting to his Robert Redford in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid look. That whole blond all-American football hero thing. Goddamn him for being so ridiculously white-toothed and square-jawed on a Monday morning in the middle of nowhere. It makes her hate him even more.

      There is only one reason Trent Crossley could possibly be here. He wants what she’s already thinking of as her job.
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      TRENT

      The night before his interview, Trent slept in a cheap motel fifteen miles outside of Whisper Falls. Before bed, he took out his phone, knowing he should call his mom, but felt guilty about the way he’d lied by omission to his parents. Texting was easier. Took another job. Sorry. I can’t stay home.

      Diane’s response shocked him. I understand. Call your father and explain.

      I will, he promised, with a heart emoji.

      She sent three hearts back with a Sweet dreams, Trento, her pet name for him when he was young.

      Trent lay awake for a few hours, hoping he’d made the right choice. He knows he needs to work things out with his dad at some point, but right after graduation felt like too much.

      The sheets were thin as paper, the mattress soft as soggy cereal and the coffee in the tiny automatic drip machine was as lukewarm and tasty as dishwater. He had to dump packets of creamer and sugar in just to make it drinkable.

      By six in the morning, he was on the road in his Jeep. Hank had said to meet him directly at his horse ranch, and according to Google Maps, it would take him half an hour to get there. He would be early, but that’s fine.

      It’s a beautiful drive through the Palouse. Undulating fields of green wheat pocked with picturesque farms and tiny towns. Trent loves the Palouse. Crossley Farms is in the southern part of the state, flat and dry. Up here, the air is crisp and clear. The sun peeks above the horizon, spreading a pink glow. Deer nibble grass under the hazelnut trees beside the road. Trent turns on some old Tim McGraw to get himself in a country state of mind—“Highway Don’t Care.”

      The Jeep eats up the miles. Trent stops in Madison for a breakfast burrito, eating it in the car because he’s excited about his destination. A well-run horse ranch is a thing of beauty. Horses and dogs are his two favorite animals. Fairweather Ranch breeds some of the best horses in the state. He cannot wait to see Hank Fairweather’s spread.

      The road to Hank’s ranch is marked with an arched laser-cut metal sign supported by towering sun-bleached logs: Fairweather Ranch etched in black with graceful black horse silhouettes on either side. They breed prize-winning quarter horses and a few show Arabians. The Arabians, Hank said on the phone, are a relatively new endeavor. A program run by his older daughter, Katherine. Hank admitted that he doesn’t know much about Arabians, but when Katherine gets a bead on something, she won’t let go.

      “It’s her money. Her horses. Her show,” Hank said. Trent wondered if he was going to be treating the Arabians. Quarter horses are more his speed. Arabians are sharp, with minds of their own.

      Trent pulls his Jeep into a parking strip in front of the ranch house. It’s sprawling and modern, composed of wood logs and river rock. A front porch wraps around big bay windows. He knocks on the glossy hunter-green front door and a woman about his age with long black hair in a sleek ponytail opens it. She wears a zip-up fleece, black English riding jodhpurs and glossy riding boots. Trent is nearly speechless. She’s absolutely gorgeous. Almond-shaped green eyes. Cheekbones you could cut glass with. Generous rosebud lips and, to his eyes, not a speck of makeup.
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