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PART ONE 

 

Chapter 1 

 

April 
 

 

Jack Wells was sitting at the desk in his office at the vet 

clinic, looking at the “Happy Retirement” card he’d received 

from the staff when he saw a movement in the corner of his 

eye. He turned to see Rex, his chocolate lab, standing in the 

doorway. The fur on Rex’s muzzle was gray, as were a couple 

of patches over his eyes. 

I guess we’re both getting old and gray, Jack thought. His 

short-cropped hair had some gray in it, and his face had some 

wrinkles, but he still looked healthy and strong for a man his 

age. Few people would guess he was in his mid-sixties. 

Rex gazed at Jack, but Jack knew he couldn’t see that well 

anymore. He had corneal degeneration and his eyes were 

covered with a filmy glaze. Someone had stuck a party hat on 

his head but apparently he’d bumped into something and 

knocked the hat askew. It stuck out at an odd angle over his 

right eye. 

“Hey, Rex,” Jack said. 

The dog’s head turned toward the sound of Jack’s voice. 

His tail gave a swish and he came into the office, moving 
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slowly. When he got to Jack’s side, he laid his muzzle on his 

thigh. 

“Let’s get this off,” Jack said as he reached down and 

removed the party hat. He rubbed the old dog behind his ears. 

“Did you have some cake?” 

Rex responded with another swish of his tail. 

He’d been with Jack for thirteen years. He was first brought 

to the clinic by a man who had hit him with his car. He said the 

dog darted into the road and he couldn’t stop in time. He said 

he didn’t know who it belonged to, and as soon as Jack took 

the dog to an exam room, the man left. But at least he’d brought 

him in rather than leaving him on the side of the road. 

The dog had a broken hip but hadn’t sustained any life-

threatening injuries. Jack did the surgery to repair the hip and 

stitched up the other cuts and scrapes. He was a young dog – 

maybe a year old – and was in good condition other than the 

injuries from the accident. But he didn’t have a collar or tags 

or anything to identify who he belonged to. Jack checked him 

for a microchip and there was none. He made the usual efforts 

to locate the owner but no one came forward to claim the dog. 

By the time he was healthy enough to get up and move 

around the clinic, he had won the hearts of the staff. One of the 

staff members started calling him Rex and that seemed to fit. 

From that point on, Rex was the clinic dog and he took to his 

duties like he understood what was expected. He greeted the 

other animals that came in for checkups. He spent time in the 

back with dogs that were being boarded, often calming them 

down and helping them relax in the kennels. In his younger 

years, he had loved to be around the children who came in, 

letting them pet him and hug him. But as he got older, he spent 

more time in the back or in Jack’s office and less time out in 

the lobby greeting the customers. Jack kind of felt like Rex was 
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ready for retirement, as well. He held Rex’s face in both hands 

and smiled, rubbing his thumbs along the dog’s snout. Rex 

closed his eyes and moved his head slightly from side to side, 

pressing into Jack’s hands. 

Robbie Latham, the other vet at the clinic, stopped in the 

hallway, smiling as he looked at Jack and Rex. Robbie was tall 

and slender, with a thin face and course, dark hair that stuck up 

from his scalp like bristles on a brush. He’d worked at the 

clinic when he was in high school, then returned after he 

graduated from vet school at Auburn University. They had a 

long history together and Jack had no worries about turning the 

practice over to him. 

“You going to stay a while?” Robbie asked. 

“Not too long,” Jack said. He glanced around the office. 

“I’ve got a few more things to pack up, but it won’t take too 

long. Thanks for the party.” 

“You’re welcome.” Robbie leaned against the door jamb. 

“It’s sure going to be different not having you and Rex around. 

Even though I’ve been doing this for almost ten years now, 

I’ve got to admit, I’m a little anxious about you not being 

here.” 

Jack smiled. “You’ll be fine. And I’m only a phone call 

away if you ever want a consult. It’s not like we’re moving to 

the other side of the world. And, of course, Rex and I will drop 

by for lots of visits.” Jack looked down at the old dog. “We 

gotta keep in touch with our friends here, don’t we, Rex?” 

Robbie looked at his watch. “Well, I’m going to head out. 

Don’t stay too late. Everyone else is gone so I’ll lock the front 

door before I leave.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll lock up. Have a good weekend.” 

“You, too,” Robbie said. 
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After he was gone, Jack sat back and looked around the 

small office. He thought about all the hours he’d spent there in 

the twenty-five years since he’d opened the clinic. It was hard 

to believe it had been that long. He was thankful that he’d done 

well enough to be able to retire at sixty-five. Of course, he’d 

still work with Robbie on special cases. But probably not a 

whole lot. Robbie was an excellent veterinarian. He wouldn’t 

need a lot of help. 

They weren’t boarding any pets and the clinic was quiet. 

Then a buzzer sounded, indicating someone had come in the 

front door. Jack got up and went into the hallway so he could 

see the lobby. A man was standing at the counter. When he 

saw Jack he smiled. 

“Hello,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if you were still open.” 

“How can I help you?” 

The man reached down and picked up a small pet carrier 

which he set on the counter. “Well, this is my mother-in-law’s 

dog. He had some kind of seizure and died. She wants to know 

what happened. Can you find out? I mean, do you do autopsies 

on pets?” 

“I can, yes. Bring him in here and tell me a little more about 

him.” 

Jack led the man into an examination room off the lobby 

and motioned for him to set the carrier on the table. Jack 

opened the latches and lifted the top off so he could see the 

dog. It was laying on its side on a towel. A brown and white, 

wirehaired Jack Russell terrier. 

The man extended his hand. “Mark Feldman, by the way.” 

Jack shook it. “Nice to meet you, Mark. Jack Wells.” 

“Is this your clinic?” 

“It was. I’m retiring. My assistant is taking over the 

practice.” 
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“Well, good for you. I hope to do the same someday. 

Unfortunately, that day is still on the distant horizon.” 

“It’ll be here before you know it,” Jack said. He turned his 

attention to the dog. “Tell me about the seizure he had.” 

“I don’t actually know what happened. I wasn’t there at the 

time. Beth, my mother-in-law, just said he had a seizure and 

died. I don’t know if he had a heart attack or what.” 

Jack began checking the dog. He opened his mouth and 

looked at his teeth and gums. He shined a light down the dog’s 

throat. Then he began running his hands over his body, feeling 

for anything unusual under the skin. While he was doing this, 

he said, “Did he exhibit any changes in behavior recently? Was 

he more lethargic or acting like he didn’t feel well?” 

“No, although he has been more aggressive. More 

territorial, I guess. He didn’t like you getting near his bed or 

his food or touching him when he was sleeping.” 

“Had he shown signs of aggression in the past?” 

“No, not that I’m aware of. He’s always been a sweet little 

dog. We recently relocated Beth down here from 

Massachusetts. She’s elderly and has gotten to where she needs 

more assistance and can’t really live by herself anymore. So 

we moved her down to live with us. At first, we just thought 

Eddie was having trouble adjusting to the new environment 

and all the changes. But apparently there may have been 

something else going on.” 

Jack turned the dog over and examined the other side. 

“Well, I don’t see or feel anything unusual. I can take some x-

rays and do a necropsy to see if I can determine what 

happened.” 

“Necropsy? Is that different than an autopsy?” 

Jack shook his head. “Same thing. It’s the clinical term for 

an autopsy that’s done on an animal. But he looks like he was 
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healthy. Not too old. Maybe nine or ten, which isn’t that old 

for a Jack Russell. They typically live to be fourteen or fifteen, 

if they’re well cared for.” 

“Well, that’s another weird thing about Eddie. He may 

look like he’s nine or ten, but he’s actually twenty-two.” 

“Twenty-two?” Jack said. 

Mark shrugged. “That’s what Beth tells us. I know one 

thing, he’s looked like that for as long as I’ve known him, 

which is about ten years. Hasn’t really aged at all.” 

“In that case, I’m definitely interested in doing a 

necropsy.” 

“So, I guess I’ll just leave him with you. What kind of 

timeframe are we talking about? I mean, I realize I’ve dumped 

this on you at closing time on a Friday, but when do you think 

you’ll be done?” 

“I’ll do it this weekend. You can come pick him up on 

Monday.” 

“Actually, Beth wants him cremated. Can you do that?” 

“We don’t do that here, but I can arrange it. We offer a 

couple of different plans depending on if you want the ashes 

returned or dispersed for you.” 

“Returned, definitely. How long will it take?” 

“We usually get the remains back in about a week.” 

“That’s fine. What information do you need from me?” 

“I’ve got some paperwork for you to fill out. Come back 

out to the lobby and I’ll get that for you.” 

When they went back to the front desk, Rex was sitting 

there waiting for them. 

“Well, hello, old fella,” Mark said. He held his hand down 

for Rex to sniff, then patted him on the head. He looked at Jack. 

“Is he yours?” 
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“Yes. That’s Rex. I’ve had him for thirteen years.” Jack 

retrieved the paperwork he needed from a file drawer and put 

it on a clipboard which he handed to Mark. He nodded toward 

Rex. “That’s what an old dog is supposed to look like. Unlike 

Eddie, who looks like a dog half his age. I’m definitely curious 

about that.” 

“Yeah, I’m curious about that, too. Like I said, it’s weird. 

He doesn’t look like he’s aged a bit in the last ten years.” 
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Chapter 2 
 

 

The clinic was open on Saturdays from eight in the 

morning until noon. But when Robbie got there at 7:30 a.m., 

Rex met him when he came in the front door. 

“Hey, Rex. I didn’t expect to see you this morning,” he 

said. Then he called out, “Jack? You here?” 

“Yeah,” Jack said as he stepped into the hallway. “Back 

here in the lab.” 

“What are you doing? You’re retired. You should be 

sleeping late and puttering around the house.” 

“Well, you know me. I’ve never been one for sleeping late 

or puttering. Come on back. I want to show you something.” 

Robbie pulled off his jacket and tossed it on the chair in his 

office on the way. Rex followed him down the hallway, 

walking slowly, his joints stiff with arthritis. 

Robbie went into the lab where Jack had Eddie laid out on 

the examination table. 

“Who’s that?” Robbie asked. 

“This is Eddie. He was brought in yesterday, just after you 

left.” 

“What was his condition when he was brought in?” 

“Deceased. He had some kind of seizure and died. 

Apparently it was rather unexpected. The owner wants to know 

what happened to him.” 



PANACEA 

 

9 

 

“He looks to be pretty well cared for. Of course, outward 

appearances can be deceptive. Want me to do a necropsy?” 

“I’ll do it. This one interests me.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“Because of the age of the dog.” 

“What’s so interesting about that?” Robbie asked. 

“What’s so interesting is this dog was twenty-two years 

old.” 

Robbie looked at Jack with one eyebrow cocked and shook 

his head. “No way this dog’s twenty-two years old.” 

“That’s what I was told. That’s why I’m curious to see 

what the necropsy turns up.” 

“Do you know anything about its medical history?” 

“Nope. Just that the man said he hasn’t aged a bit in ten 

years.” 

“I think someone’s pulling your leg.” 

“Well, we’ll see. I guess I’ll get busy. You don’t mind, do 

you?” 

“No, of course not,” Robbie said. “Let me know what you 

find. You’ve got me curious now.” 

Just then the buzzer on the front door went off as Kathy 

Reynolds came in. She had worked as a receptionist at the 

clinic for several years and kept things running smoothly up 

front. She was in her mid-forties and always had a smile and 

cheery disposition. 

“Hey, Jack,” she said as she came into the lab. She reached 

down to pet Rex, who wagged his tail in appreciation. “Short 

retirement.” 

“That’s what I thought, too,” Robbie replied. “I’ll let him 

fill you in on what he’s up to while I put on a pot of coffee.” 

 

*** 
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A couple of hours later, Jack had completed the necropsy 

on Eddie and was studying the x-rays when Robbie came to 

have a look. 

“What did you figure out?” Robbie asked. 

“Well, as you know it’s hard to determine the age, but 

there’s nothing to indicate he was not a healthy, middle-aged 

terrier. He certainly doesn’t look like he’s twenty-two years 

old. Twelve, maybe, but not twenty-two.” 

“What caused his death?” 

Jack pointed at the base of the dog’s skull on the x-ray. 

“Stroke. He had a cerebral aneurysm that ruptured, causing a 

subarachnoid hemorrhage.” 

“That’s not something you see very often. Wonder what 

caused it?” 

“I’m not sure. The dog obviously wasn’t obese. All his 

vital organs look good. It’s hard to say what caused the stroke 

without knowing his medical history. 

“I think I’ll go talk with the owner. Eddie belonged to an 

elderly woman who moved down from New England to live 

with her daughter and son-in-law. The son-in-law is the one 

who brought him in. I want to talk with her. Maybe she can 

shed some light on things.” 

“Maybe she’ll tell you Eddie really is only twelve years old 

and her son-in-law was mistaken.” 

“Yeah, that may very well be the case.” 
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Chapter 3 
 

 

After leaving the clinic, Jack took Eddie to the business 

they used for pet cremations, then headed home. He stopped 

by his daughter’s house on the way. 

Amy and Dale Littlejohn lived in a nice, red brick home 

that was tucked back in a wooded lot off County Road 39, a 

few miles past Chelsea Middle School where Amy was a 

teacher. As Jack parked at the front of the house, he could see 

Amy and another woman sitting on the front porch. 

Amy smiled as Jack and Rex made their way up the steps 

and onto the porch. Rex moved carefully, taking the steps one 

at a time. When he got to the top he surveyed the porch, then 

plopped down by the railing. 

“How are you feeling today, hon?” Jack asked Amy. 

“About the same,” she answered. 

She was sitting in a rocking chair with a sweater draped 

over her shoulders. She looked like she hadn’t rested well in 

days. The dark circles under her eyes were in stark contrast to 

her fair skin and reddish-blonde hair. 

He leaned down to give her a kiss and she lifted her cheek 

to receive it. She had a large get well card in her hand, which 

she held out for Jack. 

“Look what Mary brought me,” she said. 
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Jack took the card and smiled at the other woman. 

“Afternoon, Mary. How are you?” 

“I’m well.” She looked back at Amy. “We sure did miss 

Amy at school this week. All the kids kept asking about her.” 

“That’s from my class,” Amy said. “They all signed it.” 

Jack opened the card and studied it. “That’s nice.” 

He handed the card back to Amy. She looked at it again, 

then set it on the table next to her chair. 

Mary got up from the rocker. “Well, I need to get going. 

Got some grocery shopping to do this afternoon. But I wanted 

to bring that over and see how you were doing.” 

“Thanks for coming by,” Amy said. “I appreciate it.” 

She smiled at Jack. “Good to see you again.” 

“You, too,” Jack said. 

After Mary left, Jack sat in the chair next to Amy. 

“Sorry we didn’t make it to your retirement party 

yesterday,” she said. “But I felt awful. I was just too tired to do 

anything.” 

“That’s fine. It didn’t amount to much. We had a little cake 

and the staff gave me a card. Not a lot of drama.” 

“Just the way you like it.” 

“Yeah, pretty much. Besides, I was back over there this 

morning working on something.” 

Amy laid her head against the back of the chair and looked 

at him out of the corner of her eye. “No, don’t tell me you went 

to the clinic this morning.” 

Jack nodded. 

“Already? You just can’t stay away, can you?” 

“I’ve got one last case I’m working on that’s kind of 

interesting. But I won’t bore you with all that. Tell me how 

you’re doing. Any improvement since you saw the doctor on 

Thursday?” 
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Just then Dale came out onto the porch. He had on jeans 

and a blue sweatshirt with Samford printed on the front in red 

letters. His dark hair was cut short and neatly trimmed, like 

he’d just come from the barber. 

“Hey, Jack,” he said. “I thought I heard you out here.” 

“He asked if I’m feeling better since my visit to the 

doctor,” Amy said. 

Dale snorted. “That was a waste of time. We thought it 

might be the flu, but Doc Philips doesn’t think so since she 

hasn’t had a fever or anything. He thinks it might just be a bad 

stomach virus of some kind.” 

“He gave me some medicine to help with the nausea and 

said take Tylenol for the pain and get some rest and it should 

clear up in a day or two. If not, come back to see him.” 

“But it hasn’t cleared up,” Jack said. 

Amy shook her head. “No.” 

“Is the medicine helping?” 

“Not much. Maybe a little.” 

“I’ve been giving her lots of fluids,” Dale said. “Trying to 

keep her hydrated. But that’s about all she’s had for the last 

couple of days.” 

“What have you eaten?” Jack asked. 

“I’ve had a little soup, and some beef broth. But if I eat 

anything solid, it just comes right back up.” She waved her 

hand dismissively. “I’ll be okay. I’m sure it’s just a bug of 

some kind. It’ll run its course in another day or two and then 

I’ll be fine.” She got up from her chair and gathered the sweater 

around her shoulders. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got 

to go to the little girl’s room. All this water Dale’s got me 

drinking runs through me pretty quickly. At least I’m getting 

exercise going back and forth to the potty. Then I think I’ll lay 

down for a nap.” 
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Jack stood up and gave her a hug. “Good. Get some rest.” 

“Love you, Daddy. See you later.” 

“Love you, too.” 

Rex looked up and watched Amy as she shuffled inside. 

Then he dropped his head back down on his paws and let out a 

sigh. 

“The old boy’s really slowing down, isn’t he?” Dale said, 

looking at Rex. 

“Yeah. He’s aged a lot this past year. His arthritis is getting 

worse and he can’t see worth a damn. Getting old is hell, isn’t 

it, Rex?” 

Rex rolled his eyes up to look at Jack without moving his 

head. His tail swished back and forth a couple of times. 

“So, Amy’s been sick with this stomach virus 

for…what…almost a week?” Jack asked. 

“It’s been right at a week. She complained about stomach 

pain and didn’t have an appetite on Sunday. Then that night 

she started throwing up. She called the school and told them 

she was taking a couple of days off. But it hasn’t gotten any 

better. If she’s still sick on Monday, we’ll go back to the doctor 

again.” 

“Keep me posted. And if there’s anything I can do to help, 

just let me know. Need anything from the grocery? More soup 

or anything? Maybe a bottle of Pepto?” 

“No, I think we’re well stocked on all that.” 

“What about ice cream? Maybe she could eat some of that 

without getting sick.” 

Dale nodded. “We might try that. I think we’ve got some 

in the freezer. That might be good. I know she’s getting tired 

of beef and chicken broth.” 

“Well, like I said, if I can do anything to help, let me 

know.” Jack looked at Rex. “Okay, boy. Let’s go to the house.” 
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Rex pushed himself up into a sitting position, then stood 

up with a grunt. He paused to get his balance, then turned and 

went over to the steps. He studied them for a few seconds, then 

began to tentatively work his way down. Jack went down with 

him, watching to make sure he didn’t stumble or fall. 

When they got to the pickup truck, Jack opened the door, 

then reached down and helped Rex up onto the seat. He closed 

the door and waved at Dale as he came around the front of the 

truck. 

“Call me if you need me.” 

Dale nodded and waved in reply, then went back inside the 

house. He found Amy in the living room, holding a framed 

photo she’d taken down off the mantel. It was a picture of Amy 

and her mother when Amy was nine. They were working in the 

garden behind the farmhouse, both of them kneeling on the 

ground, their gardening gloves covered in fresh dirt. They were 

smiling up at the camera, squinting a little from the bright sun 

overhead. 

Dale went over and put his arm around her shoulders. 

“I’ve always loved this photo,” Amy said. 

“It’s a good one of both of you. You look so much like her 

now it’s remarkable.” 

Amy gently touched the glass over her mother’s face. “She 

looks so happy in this photo. Not a care in the world. Three 

days later she found out she had cancer and our whole world 

changed. Five years after that, she was gone.” 

“I’m sorry I never had a chance to meet her.” 

Amy looked at Dale and smiled. “She would’ve liked you.” 

“Well, yeah. What’s not to like?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Are you surprised your father never remarried? He was 

still a young man when she died.” 
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“He was forty. He seemed old at the time. When you’re 

fourteen, forty seems ancient. Now that I’m almost there 

myself, it doesn’t seem that old.” 

“You know what they say. Forty’s the new…something. 

Your Dad was a handsome man. Still is, for that matter. And 

he had a bright future ahead. Surely there were some women 

who were interested.” 

“I guess so. To be honest, I don’t really remember. At that 

time, I was a selfish teenager who was trying to cope with 

losing her mother. I doubt I was aware of much of anything 

except my own feelings and how it all affected me. I did ask 

him about it later, when I was in college. He just said that Mom 

was the love of his life. He couldn’t imagine being with anyone 

else.” 

“At least he had you.” 

“Yeah, and his work. He really threw himself into his work. 

He opened the clinic right after Mom died and I’m sure 

focusing on that helped some. If he wasn’t with me doing 

something, he was at the clinic. He didn’t have time for much 

else.” 

Amy set the photo back on the mantel and turned to Dale. 

He put his arms around her and she folded her body into his 

chest. 

They stood like that for a minute, then she pulled away. 

“Gotta go to the bathroom,” she said. 

“Are you going to be sick?” 

“No. But my bladder’s about to burst from all this damn 

water you’re making me drink.” 

Dale laughed. “How about some ice cream?” 

“That might be good.” 

“Okay. I’ll fix us both a bowl.”  
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Chapter 4 
 

 

On Sunday, after he got home from church, Jack called to 

check on Amy. Dale answered on the second ring. 

“Hey, Dale. I was just calling to see how Amy’s doing 

today? Any improvement?” 

“Yes, actually. She’s feeling better this morning. Even ate 

some breakfast and, as far as I know, has been able to keep it 

down. I think she may finally be over this virus, or whatever it 

was.” 

“That’s great. I’m relieved to hear she’s feeling better.” 

“I think it was the ice cream,” Dale said. 

“How’s that?” 

“I got her to eat some ice cream, like you suggested. I think 

it helped calm her stomach. Maybe gave her appetite a kick-

start, as well.” 

“Good. What are y’all up to today? Still resting and taking 

it easy?” 

“Amy is. I think I’ll go to the office in a little while. I was 

out a couple of days last week and have some catching up to 

do. I’ve got several contracts I need to review and get back out 

to clients. What’re you doing today?” 

“Nothing. Just some work around the farm. Tell Amy to 

come out, if she’s feeling up to it. It’s a pretty day. She might 

want to sit out in the sun while I work in the garden.” 
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“I’ll be sure to tell her that. She’s been pretty worried for a 

couple of days. Maybe spending some time there with you 

would help her relax.” 

“Worried about being sick?” 

“Yeah. You know how she is. Every time she gets even the 

sniffles, she starts wondering if she’s got cancer. She’s 

convinced she won’t live to be forty – just like her mother.” 

Jack sighed. “I know. It’s hard to hear her talk like that. 

But she was so little when Joan got sick. She was only nine. 

She didn’t understand what was going on. And then she 

watched her battle the illness for five years before it finally got 

her. It was a terrible thing for all of us, but especially for Amy. 

She and Joan were so close. It was really hard on her.” 

“Oh, I can imagine. I just don’t know what to say when she 

starts talking like that. It breaks my heart, but I don’t know 

what to do, other than to tell her everything will be alright.” 

“That’s about all you can do. Offer reassurances and 

remind her that, with all the checkups and routine screening 

she does, there’s never even been a hint of cancer.” 

“I know. I want to tell her that she has an irrational fear 

about it. But I can’t say that. I mean, she’s thirty-nine now. Of 

course she’ll live to be forty.” 

“Well, I’m glad to hear she’s feeling better. Maybe in 

another day or two she’ll be right as rain and everything will 

get back to normal.” 

“That’s what I’m hoping. I think she’s planning to go back 

to work tomorrow. We’ll see how she feels in the morning.” 

“Good. Tell her to come see me this afternoon. We’ve all 

been so busy, I haven’t had a chance to visit with her as much 

as I’d like.” 

“You bet. And thanks for calling, Jack.” 
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*** 

 

A couple of hours later, Amy came to visit Jack. They went 

out on the back patio so they could sit in the sun and enjoy the 

pretty spring weather. Amy sat in one of the Adirondack chairs 

and Rex came over and sat beside her. She reached over and 

scratched behind his ears. He closed his eyes and leaned into 

her hand. 

“I’ve always liked it out here,” she said. “This was one of 

my favorite places to play when I was a kid.” 

“I know. You’d bring all your dolls out here. I wonder how 

many times we had tea parties, with your dolls and stuffed 

animals as party guests.” 

Amy laughed. “Quite a few.” She leaned her head back so 

her face was exposed to the sunlight and closed her eyes. “You 

were so sweet to do that. I know you probably got tired of it.” 

“Not at all. I was spending time with my baby. How could 

I ever get tired of that?” 

“Yeah, but still…tea parties? I’m sure you would’ve rather 

I played softball or helped in the garden or something besides 

having tea parties.” 

“You helped in the garden some. But it didn’t matter what 

you wanted to do. Just so long as we could spend time together. 

That was all that mattered.” 

Amy smiled as she continued rubbing Rex’s head and 

neck. 

“I think he’d sit like that all day,” Jack said. “As long as 

you pet him, he’ll sit there and take it.” 

“Good old Rex.” She turned her head to look at him. “He’s 

got a lot of gray on his face now.” 

“He’s an old dog. Thirteen years old. That’s a lot of years 

for his breed.” 
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“I know he’s been your constant companion since you took 

him in.” 

Jack chuckled. “I’ll never forget the first time I brought 

him home from the clinic. He went all over the house, upstairs 

and down, checking everything out. While he was doing that, 

I put out some food and water in the kitchen and put a bed in 

there for him. He was fine with his food being in there but he 

hardly used the bed. About the only time was when I was 

cooking. Then he’d lie down on it sometimes, after I quit 

giving him scraps. Other than that, he was close at hand. 

Followed me around the house like you used to when you were 

little. It’s funny. I didn’t realize how much I missed having 

someone else here with me. I didn’t realize how empty it 

seemed until I brought Rex home. Just having him here made 

a difference. It didn’t matter if he was lying on the couch next 

to me or sleeping on the porch or running around in the yard. 

It was nice to share the place with someone again. Even the 

sound of him drinking water in the kitchen helped to fill the 

space. I’d curse when I had to go refill his bowl and mop up 

where he’d sloshed it out all over the floor. But that was better 

than being alone.” 

Amy looked at him with a frown creasing her brow. “I 

didn’t realize you were so lonely. I’m sorry.” 

“Well, like I said, I didn’t realize it either. And what were 

you supposed to do about it? By then you were married and 

settled into a home of your own. I wouldn’t have felt right 

about horning in too much.” 

“Oh, Daddy. You wouldn’t have been horning in. That’s 

ridiculous.” 

“Well, you needed your space. The last thing you needed 

was me hanging around all the time.” 



PANACEA 

 

21 

 

“That’s ridiculous. I feel bad now.” She looked down at 

Rex. After a few seconds she said, “What are you going to do 

when he’s gone?” 

“I don’t know. I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. 

Probably get another dog.” 

“But he won’t be as good as Rex.” 

Jack shrugged. “You never know. He won’t be Rex. He’ll 

be somebody else. And that’s as it should be.” 

Amy laid her head back again and smiled. “I like the way 

you refer to Rex as somebody. You never call him it, or the 

dog. It’s always somebody. You do the same thing with the 

pets your clients bring into the clinic. They’re somebody. I 

think that’s neat. That’s one reason why you’re such a great 

vet.” 

Jack studied Amy’s face in profile and noticed again, as he 

had so many times, how much she resembled her mother. The 

only difference was that Amy was thinner and more muscular. 

That was because she was so concerned about her health. 

Always running and working out and careful about what she 

ate. 

After a moment, he said, “I’m glad you’re feeling better. 

Dale said you’re thinking about going back to school 

tomorrow?” 

“Yes, I am. I’m feeling much better today. I’m still a little 

tired. But I was able to eat some breakfast and lunch, so my 

strength should return as soon as I get more nourishment. I 

really haven’t had that much to eat all week. It’s no wonder I 

feel run down. But I’m ready to go back to work.” 

“Don’t you want to take a couple more days off?” Jack 

asked. “Give yourself a little more time to get your strength 

back?” 
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“No. I’ll be okay. Besides, I’m bored. I need to get back to 

work.” 
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Chapter 5 
 

 

Beth Hambrick was in her mid-seventies with white hair 

and pale blue eyes that regarded Jack warmly. She lived with 

her daughter and son-on-law in a nice home in the Highland 

Lakes housing development between Birmingham and 

Chelsea. The house was located on the backside of Oak 

Mountain and the floor-to-ceiling windows in the family room 

looked out over the valley to the East. 

“Wow, great view,” Jack said as he went over to the 

windows to take a look. 

“Yes, it’s very nice. It should be quite pretty in the fall 

when the leaves change. I’ve heard you don’t have the color 

here that we have in New England, but it still should be pretty.” 

“You lived in Boston?” he asked as he turned to face her. 

“Actually in Haverhill. It’s about thirty-five miles north of 

Boston. But no one around here knows Haverhill, so I just say 

I moved down from Boston.” 

“When did you move?” 

“Just before Christmas. I wasn’t too excited about giving 

up my independence and moving in with Debbie and Mark but 

it’s really worked out well – much better than I expected.” She 

was sitting on the sofa, holding the box which contained 

Eddie’s remains in her lap. “Except for Eddie, of course. Did 

you find out what happened to him?” 
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Jack moved away from the windows and sat in a chair next 

to the sofa. “He died from an aneurism – a stroke, basically. 

It’s not that common, but it isn’t unheard of, either. Mark said 

he had a seizure before he died, so that all makes sense.” 

Beth nodded and looked down at the box. “Poor little guy. 

He sure was a good dog. But he had a good, long life. I’m 

grateful for that. We should all be so lucky.” 

“That’s right. In fact, his age is something that intrigues 

me. Mark said he was twenty-two years old. Is that correct?” 

“Yes, that’s correct. I got him when he was eight. That was 

just after my husband died. I needed the companionship, so I 

got him from a vet there in Haverhill. He had his papers and 

all his medical records and he assured me Eddie was a good 

little boy. We hit it off right from the start.” 

“So you had him for fourteen years.” 

“Yes. It doesn’t seem that long. But then, when I think 

about when I first saw him there at the vet’s office, it seems 

like such a long time ago.” 

“I understand. I’ve got an old fella who’s been with me for 

thirteen years.” 

She looked up and smiled. “We do get attached to them, 

don’t we? But I take it twenty-two is a bit unusual.” 

“The typical lifespan for a Jack Russell terrier is fourteen 

or fifteen years. So, yeah, twenty-two is a bit unusual. But not 

only that, he looked like he might be half that old. And Mark 

said he hasn’t aged a bit in ten years.” 

“Well, of course he’s aged some, but not so much that 

you’d notice. He had a bad spell a few years after I got him. 

He got sick and almost died. The vet said he had cancer. He 

operated on him and did what he could to take it out, but said 

he couldn’t get it all. So he gave me some medicine for it and 

once I started giving that to Eddie, he recovered and was fine 
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ever since. I asked Dr. Anderson if I should keep giving it to 

him and he said to be sure to give him one of the pills every 

day.” 

“Do you remember what it was?” 

She shook her head. “I’m not sure what it’s called. Maybe 

it says on the bottle. Would you like me to get it?” 

“Yes, I would, if it’s not too much trouble.” 

“Oh, no trouble at all.” 

She set the box on the coffee table and went to fetch the 

medicine. When she came back a few minutes later, she had a 

large plastic bottle in her hands and a folder tucked under her 

arm. 

“Well, it doesn’t say what it is. It just says to give him one 

pill every twenty-four hours.” 

She handed the bottle to Jack. It was filled with little 

yellow tablets the size of a baby aspirin. 

“That’s a lot of pills,” Jack said. 

“He said it was a lifetime supply.” She handed him the 

folder. “These are his medical records. Dr. Anderson gave 

them to me just before I moved. Maybe it will tell you in there 

what the medicine is.” 

“Thanks.” Jack set the folder on the coffee table, then 

opened the bottle and took out a pill. He turned it over in his 

hand and inspected it, but there were no markings or anything 

that would tell him what it was. 

Beth said, “Goodness me, where are my manners. Can I 

offer you something to drink? A cup of coffee maybe?” 

“No, thanks. I’ve had my quota for today.” 

“Something else, then? Tea or a soda pop?” 

Jack chuckled at the phrase soda pop. He hadn’t heard that 

in a long time. “No, thank you. I’m fine.” He put the pill back 
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in the bottle and screwed on the top. “So you gave him one pill 

a day.” 

“Yes, only one because he was such a little dog. But, as 

forgetful as I’ve become, I think I probably missed some doses. 

Some days I couldn’t remember if I’d given him his medicine 

or not.” 

“Did your vet give this to you or is it from a prescription?” 

“No, there wasn’t a prescription. I got that directly from 

Dr. Anderson.” 

“Do you still have his number? I’d like to talk with him 

about this.” 

“No, unfortunately, he passed away a few months ago. Not 

long after I moved down here. His clinic is closed.” 

“That’s a shame. But would you mind if I take this with 

me? I’d like to have it analyzed to see what it is.” 

“Certainly. I obviously don’t need it now.” 

She went back to the sofa and sat down. Once she was 

settled, she picked up the box and held it in her lap. 

“Mark said Eddie started showing some behavioral 

changes,” Jack said. “He said he’d gotten more aggressive.” 

“Yes, he was acting a little differently. I think he was upset 

about the move. It was a big change, living in a new place with 

new people around. For a long time, it was just the two of us 

in my little apartment. I think the move was harder on him than 

it was on me. He seemed more moody. Like he just wasn’t 

happy sometimes. Not all the time, but sometimes.” She 

laughed. “I guess he was just getting cranky in his old 

age…like the rest of us.” 

She looked down at the box in her lap and ran her hand 

across the top. 

“I sure am going to miss this little guy. We’ve been 

together for a long time.”  
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Chapter 6 
 

 

Later that afternoon, Jack stopped by the clinic. Kathy 

Reynolds was manning the front desk and she smiled when 

Jack and Rex came in. 

“Hey, Jack,” she said. 

“Hello, Kathy. Is Robbie busy?” 

“He’s with a client right now but he shouldn’t be too long.” 

She leaned over the counter to smile at Rex. “Hey, Rex. How 

ya doin’, buddy?” 

Rex looked up and wagged his tail. 

Just then Robbie came out of one of the exam rooms. “I’ll 

be just a few more minutes.” 

“No rush,” Jack said. “Take your time.” 

Robbie headed down the hall to the back of the clinic and 

Rex went over to check out the large cage in the lobby where 

three little kittens were on display. They were up for adoption 

by one of the local rescue groups. Two of them, virtually 

identical black and gray tabbies, were batting around a piece 

of paper someone had wadded up and put in the cage. The 

third, an orange tabby was watching Rex warily. As he 

approached, the kitten hunched up his back and turned 

sideways. He laid his ears flat and the fur on his back stood up. 

He hissed fiercely and pranced back a couple of steps. The 

other kittens stopped their game to watch what was happening. 



MERRILL HEATH 

 

28 

 

But Rex was not impressed. He snorted, then went around the 

desk to see Kathy. The black and gray kittens resumed playing 

with the paper ball. The orange tabby watched Rex cautiously 

until he was out of sight, then he sat down and started bathing, 

obviously proud to see that he’d put the dog in its place. 

“Hey, boy,” Kathy said as Rex came over to her. She 

cupped his face in her hands and rubbed his snout. “How you 

doing today? I’m glad you came by to see us.” 

Rex stood there soaking up the attention. 

After a second, Robbie came up the hall with a couple of 

pill bottles in his hand. “Are you here to see me or just 

visiting?” he asked Jack. 

“Both, I guess. I met Eddie’s owner today.” He held up the 

bottle of medicine. “And she gave me this. Thought you might 

want to see it.” 

“Sure. Give me a second and I’ll be right out.” 

Robbie went back into the exam room and Jack looked at 

Kathy. 

“Is that fresh coffee I smell?” he asked. 

“Yes, it is. Just made it a few minutes ago. Help yourself.” 

“Don’t mind if I do.” 

Rex rolled his eyes to look at Jack as he went by, but 

remained there with Kathy who was now rubbing him behind 

his ears. 

“You like that, don’t you, boy?” she said. “You’ve always 

liked that.” 

Jack poured himself a cup of coffee and went into Robbie’s 

office to wait for him to finish with his client. After a minute, 

Rex came in and plopped down on the floor by the desk. Jack 

set the bottle of pills on the desk, then looked at the pictures 

Robbie had hanging on the wall. He paused to study a photo of 

himself with Amy and Robbie. They were standing out on the 
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sidewalk. The name of the clinic, where it was painted on the 

door, could be seen behind them. Robbie had on a white lab 

coat with his name stenciled on the breast pocket. Jack and 

Amy were on either side and Amy had her arm across Robbie’s 

shoulders. Everyone was smiling at the camera. The photo had 

been taken on Robbie’s first day at work as a licensed 

veterinarian. Although he’d worked there as an assistant and 

lab tech in high school and during his summers when he was 

in college, coming back with the DVM degree and the license 

to practice was a big deal. 

Jack noticed how proud Amy looked in the photo and was 

reminded how close she and Robbie were. They’d grown up 

together, had known each other since kindergarten. They 

played together in grade school, were best friends in middle 

school, and dated all through high school. Everyone just 

assumed that they would eventually get married and live 

happily ever after. But after high school, Amy decided to stay 

home and go to college at Samford University while Robbie 

went to Auburn to pursue his degree in veterinarian medicine. 

They remained close friends, but any romantic aspects of their 

relationship ended after high school. 

“Remember when that photo was taken?” Robbie asked as 

he came into the office. 

“I sure do. It’s hard to believe that it was thirteen years 

ago.” 

“Time flies.” 

“Indeed,” Jack said. He picked up the bottle and handed it 

to Robbie. “Eddie’s medicine.” 

Robbie stepped over Rex, then sat down at his desk and 

studied the bottle. “Doesn’t say what it is. Just has instructions 

for giving it. One pill every twenty-four hours.” He opened the 
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top and took one out. “These are pretty small. That’s a lot of 

pills.” 

“Well, Eddie was a small dog. Only fifteen pounds. 

Without knowing what’s in it, it’s hard to say what an 

appropriate dosage would be. But Beth said something 

interesting.” 

“Beth?” 

“Beth Hambrick. Eddie’s owner. She said that a few years 

after she got him, he got sick. Her vet said he had cancer and 

he did surgery to remove it, but for some reason, he couldn’t 

get it all. Then he gave her that.” Jack pointed at the bottle. 

“She said after she started giving it to Eddie, he recovered and 

was in great health ever since.” 

“What about the cancer?” Robbie asked. 

“I didn’t see any evidence of cancer when I did the 

necropsy.” 

“So, what’re you saying? This stuff cured Eddie’s cancer?” 

“More likely the vet got it all when he did the surgery. If 

he’d come up with something that cured cancer, even if it was 

in a dog, you can bet we’d have heard about it. This was ten 

years ago. Plenty of time to verify the results.” 

“I’d sure like to talk to the vet and see what he has to say 

about everything.” 

“Yeah, me, too,” Jack said. “Unfortunately, according to 

Beth, he passed away a few months ago.” 

“Is his clinic still open? Maybe there’s someone there 

who’s familiar with Eddie’s treatment.” 

Jack shook his head. “Beth said the clinic is closed. She 

also said there wasn’t a prescription for that. She got it directly 

from the vet. So I thought I’d run it over to Southern Research 

and see if they’ll analyze it for me.” 
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“Sounds like a good idea. I’m curious to know what it is.” 

Robbie dropped the pill in the bottle and handed it back to Jack. 

“I meant to ask, how’s Amy? Is she over her flu?” 

Jack nodded. “Doc Philips said it wasn’t the flu. Probably 

a stomach virus or something. Anyway, she finally got over it 

last weekend. She went back to work on Monday.” 

“Good. I know she was pretty sick for a few days. I talked 

to her on Wednesday and again on Friday when she called to 

say she couldn’t make your retirement party. She sounded 

pretty worn out. Glad to hear she’s back on her feet.” 

“Me, too,” Jack said as he got up. “Well, I guess I’ll head 

on over to Southern Research.” He looked at Rex. “Come on, 

boy. Time to go.” 

Rex looked at Jack for a second, then slowly got up and 

followed him out of the office. 

After they had gone, Robbie stood up and leaned over his 

desk to take a closer look at the photo Jack was looking at when 

he’d come into the office. His eyes went to Amy. She had a 

huge smile on her face and her arm was casually draped over 

his shoulder. It was a pose she liked and he had numerous 

photos of them, taken over the years, just like that one. Him 

grinning foolishly at the camera. Her with her arm over his 

shoulders, like best pals. 

Too bad we never quite got past the pals stage, he thought. 

Of course, by the time this photo was taken Amy and Dale 

had been married for three years. Robbie, on the other hand, 

was recently divorced. The move back to Birmingham and the 

position at the clinic signified a new start for him. But in a lot 

of ways, it was just a step back into the past. 
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Chapter 7 
 

 

On Friday, Jack went to see Kevin Gilmore, the pharmacist 

at Southern Research who had done the analysis of Eddie’s 

medicine. Kevin had bright red hair, lots of freckles, and thick 

glasses that made his eyes look owlish. 

“This is an interesting concoction you brought me,” Kevin 

said. He passed a piece of paper across his desk to Jack. 

“That’s the breakdown of the contents.” 

Jack picked up the paper and studied it for a few seconds. 

“Wormwood, black walnut, clove oil, and synthetic human 

growth hormone?” 

“How much do you remember about herbs and natural 

medicines from your medical training?” 

Jack looked over the list again. “Well, I know a little about 

wormwood. It’s used for digestive disorders, if I remember 

correctly. But I think its primary commercial use is to provide 

fragrance in soaps and perfumes, right?” 

“That’s right.” Kevin sat back and crossed his legs. “But 

it’s also a popular component in a lot of holistic health 

remedies and medicines. It does help with digestive problems, 

as you said, such as loss of appetite and upset stomach. It’s also 

believed by some to increase sexual desire and stimulate the 

imagination. And it’s used in some alcoholic beverages. 

Vermouth, for example, is flavored with extracts of 
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wormwood. Absinthe is another well-known beverage made 

with wormwood – made popular by famous artists and writers 

such as Toulouse-Lautrec, van Gogh, Picasso, and 

Hemingway. It’s now banned in the U.S. but is still allowed in 

European countries as long as the thujone content is minimal. 

“Thujone excites the central nervous system and is 

potentially poisonous, if taken in high quantities. It can cause 

any number of problems from seizures and kidney failure to 

numbness of the arms and legs, paralysis, and even death. 

Typically, though, if taken in small quantities, the side effects 

are minor.” 

“Isn’t it also considered a hallucinogen?” 

“Yes, it is,” Kevin said. He pushed his glasses back on his 

nose. “It’s also rumored to increase sensory perception. Users 

claim to experience extreme clarity of thought and 

improvement in cognitive and creative abilities.” 

“What about the black walnut?” Jack asked. 

“Black walnut has been promoted as a potential cure for 

cancer by alternative medicine practitioners, on the basis it 

kills parasites responsible for the disease. In fact, there was one 

doctor who claimed to have cured over twenty thousand people 

of their cancer by prescribing wormwood, cloves, and black 

walnut. But in the wake of legal difficulties and actions by the 

Federal Trade Commission, she relocated her practice to 

Mexico where she eventually died of cancer, so there’s not a 

lot of credibility to her theories and treatments. And, according 

to the American Cancer Society, there is no scientific evidence 

to support claims that black walnuts remove parasites from the 

body, or that they are effective in treating cancer or any other 

disease.” 

“But maybe that’s why the wormwood, black walnut, and 

clove oil are ingredients in this medicine,” Jack said. “The dog 

http://www.webmd.com/a-to-z-guides/acute-renal-failure-topic-overview
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this was prescribed for had cancer and apparently the vet who 

developed this thought it might cure the cancer.” 

“Interesting,” Kevin said as he adjusted his glasses again. 

“In regard to the clove oil, the most prominent use is in dental 

care. It can help relieve dental pain, tooth aches, sore gums, 

and mouth ulcers, as well as fighting bad breath. Clove oil is 

also used for skin care, especially for treating acne. And, when 

used topically, it can lessen the effect of aging, such as 

wrinkles and sagging skin. It has rejuvenating properties which 

can increase blood flow to unhealthy skin to make it look 

younger. 

“And there is a cancer connection in that both clove and 

clove oil are useful in boosting the immune system. Its 

antiviral properties and the ability to purify blood increases 

resistance to numerous diseases. The antioxidants in clove oil 

help eradicate dangerous free radicals that cause heart disease 

and certain types of cancer.” 

“So, where does the human growth hormone come into 

play?” Jack asked. 

“HGH is produced by the pituitary gland and spurs growth 

in children and adolescents. It also helps to regulate body 

composition, body fluids, muscle and bone growth, sugar and 

fat metabolism, and possibly heart function. Because the 

body's HGH levels naturally decrease with age, some anti-

aging experts have claimed that HGH products could reverse 

age-related bodily deterioration. But these claims, of course, 

are unproven and the use of HGH for anti-aging is not FDA-

approved. Nevertheless, some people obtain injectable 

synthetic HGH from doctors who prescribe it for various 

purposes, and through anti-aging clinics, Internet pharmacies, 

and web sites.” 
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“But this is the first time you’ve mentioned administration 

by injection,” Jack said. “The herbs and other items should all 

be taken orally for them to be effective, correct?” 

“That’s correct. The HGH, on the other hand, if taken 

orally, is digested by the stomach before it can be absorbed 

into the body. So the benefits from taking it would be minimal 

at best. And I’m not aware of any studies on the effects that 

human growth hormone would have on a canine. 

“Now, you never know how drugs are going to interact 

when you start combining them. And a lot depends on the 

proportions. You’ll notice that there’s very little clove oil 

compared to the other items. That’s because it’s much 

stronger. So, depending on how this is all combined, that could 

affect how it works in the body. You’ll also notice that there’s 

one component we couldn’t fully identify. Fifteen percent is 

some kind of grape extract, but I haven’t been able to identify 

specifically what kind of grape. It may be a combination of 

several different grapes. Sometimes when you have very small 

quantities combined like that, it’s hard to pin it down. 

“However, I suspect that Eddie was an anomaly. Even 

though you have some elements there that are antioxidants and 

that boost the immune system, I think his age and appearance 

were most likely the result of his DNA, amazing as it may have 

been, and not the benefit of taking these pills.” 
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Chapter 8 

 

June 
 

 

The buzzer on the front door sounded and Kathy looked up 

from the reception desk to see Amy coming in. She smiled. 

“Well, hello, stranger," Kathy said. “How are you?” 

“I’m fine. I guess it has been a while since I’ve been in. 

How’s everything going? Are y’all surviving without Daddy 

here to boss everyone around?” 

Kathy laughed. “We’re doing fine. If you’re here to see 

Robbie, he’s in the back.” 

“If he’s not too busy. I was in the neighborhood and just 

thought I’d poke my head in and say hey to everyone.” 

Just then Robbie came down the hall to the front of the 

clinic. He smiled and waved at Amy. “I’m not busy at all. 

Come on back to my office.” 

Amy came around the front counter and followed Robbie 

down the hall to his office. 

“Good to see you,” he said. “Where’ve you been keeping 

yourself?” 

She plopped down onto the chair next to the desk, leaning 

back with her legs sticking out straight in front of her. Robbie 

stepped over them as he moved to his chair. 
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“Oh, you know,” she said. “Finishing up the school year 

and trying to relax a little. It’s always kind of hectic the last 

couple of weeks of May as we wrap up and close down for the 

summer.” 

Robbie looked at her and a slight frown creased his brow. 

“You look tired.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Well, I didn’t mean you look bad, just tired. Are you 

feeling okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m just worn out from school.” 

“Have you lost weight?” 

“A few pounds, I guess. Hadn’t really noticed. I just 

haven’t had much of an appetite lately. But enough about me. 

How are you? How’s everything going?” 

“We’re doing well. Business is always good this time of 

year, as you know. People are starting to take vacations and the 

kennels in back are full with boarders. Same as always. How’s 

Dale?” 

“Busy as ever. No, busier than ever. There’s a new 

development going in, out past us on two-eighty, and he’s 

managing all the contracts for that. Good times for a real estate 

attorney in Shelby County. He’s promised me we’ll go to the 

beach when he’s done, but I’ll believe it when I see it. He said 

that last year and I wound up going with a couple of girlfriends 

instead.” She sat up and crossed her legs, leaning forward 

slightly. “So, I had an idea on the way over here.” 

“What would that be?” 

“Why don’t you let me fix you up with Mary Jameson?” 

Robbie sat back and frowned. “You mean like a date?” 

“Yeah. What do you think?” 

“I don’t know. How long has she been divorced?” 

“About a year.” 



MERRILL HEATH 

 

38 

 

“That’s not very long,” he said. “She’s still probably trying 

to reconcile things with Brad.” 

“I can assure you she is not trying to do that. She and Brad 

are done. He was fooling around with her cousin. You don’t 

reconcile something like that. You kick the bastard out – which 

is exactly what she did. Besides, they’re divorced! You don’t 

get divorced if you have hopes of reconciling.” 

“I can’t believe Brad did that. What was he thinking?” 

“You haven’t seen her cousin.” 

“No, but still. What an idiot.” 

“So, what do you think about going out with Mary?” 

“I don’t know. She’s kind of young for me.” 

“No, she isn’t. She’s five years younger than you. That’s 

nothing. You’re just making up excuses now. Bad excuses. 

What’s the big deal? I’m just suggesting you go out. I’m not 

saying you should get married, for crying out loud. Just go out 

on a date. Or lunch. Meet for lunch. That’s not even a date. It’s 

just lunch.” 

Robbie took a deep breath and let it out. “What did she say 

about it? Have you asked her if she even wants to go out with 

me?” 

“Yes, of course I have. She said sure. In fact, she said she 

thinks you’re hot.” 

“Hot? She thinks I’m hot?” He laughed. “No woman ever 

has said I’m hot.” 

“Well, she thinks you’re nice looking.” 

“Oh, so now it’s nice looking? That’s a long way from hot. 

Totally different time zone.” 

Amy put her hand on his forearm. “Don’t be silly. We all 

think you’re nice looking. Always have. Ever since junior 

high. You were always the cutest boy in the class. Now, come 
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on. Let me set you up with Mary.” She gave his arm a squeeze. 

“Come on!” 

Robbie shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

“Okay, how about this. Come over to the house for dinner. 

Then it’s not even a date. You’re just dinner guests.” 

“Yeah, right.” He paused for a second, then shrugged. 

“Okay, okay. I’ll do that. Dinner at your place. Then, if things 

don’t go well, I can bail. We can both bail.” 

A big smile spread across Amy’s face. “Alright! We’ll do 

that. As soon as Dale gets a break and has time to relax a little, 

I’ll set it up.” She stood up and rubbed her hands together. 

“This’ll be great.” 

“Yeah…well…” Robbie said. 

“Okay, I gotta go. I still have some errands to run.” She 

smiled down at him. “I’ll give you a call. This will be great. I 

promise.” 

After she was gone, Robbie slouched down in his chair and 

stared at the ceiling. He’d known Mary Jameson for a long 

time. But growing up, she’d been enough years younger that 

he didn’t really know her very well. Since he’d moved back to 

Birmingham, he’d run into her a few times because she and 

Amy were friends. She was pretty. And smart. And available, 

now that she and Brad were divorced. But she wasn’t… 

His thoughts were interrupted by the buzz of the intercom. 

“Robbie, Jack is on line two,” Kathy said. “Can you take 

the call?” 

He sat up and reached for the phone. “Yeah, I got it.” He 

picked up the receiver and punched the button for line two. 

“Hey, Jack. What’s up?” 

“I think I need to bring Rex in for a checkup. Are you going 

to be there for a while?” 

“Sure. What’s going on?” 
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“He’s coughing and having trouble breathing.” 

“You bet. Bring him in.” 


