The right path, by Kathryn Freeman

Paige felt the pull on her arm as Ted and Oscar tugged on their leads, their little legs desperate to race down the footpath to the old stone cottage.
‘No sweeties. Jabba’s not there today.’
They turned, round brown eyes staring out from fluffy faces that were impossibly cute. Yet also so sad, as if they understood what she was saying. 
Clearly they didn’t because they set off determinedly down the path again, barking and wagging their tails. If they’d been Dobermans, she’d have been half-way to the cottage by now. But they were Cavachons, known for their dopey looks and short, fluffy bodies. Not their strength. 
When she didn’t budge, they turned to give her a puzzled look.
‘I know we’ve walked down this path every day for the last two weeks, but that was when Jabba was there. He’s not there anymore.’ And neither is his owner.
Her heart gave a painful squeeze. Had it really only been two weeks since Oscar and Ted had first caught sight of Jabba in the back garden of the cottage, and she’d first met Matt? Stopping by on their walk had become part of their ritual; the highlight of her day. Matt would be there to open the gate, as if he’d been waiting for them. Waiting for her, or had that just been wishful thinking? 
While the dogs had chased each other she and Matt had chatted about nothing and everything. 
But now they were gone.
A flash of movement at the cottage caught her eye and the dogs started barking again, jumping around in excited circles. For a split second her heart soared. Could it be…it settled back down as she recognised the person opening the back door.
‘That’s Mandy, you silly pair. She’s probably come to clean it, ready for the next client.’ 
They were still straining on their leads though, so Paige gave up and walked down the lane to the fence at the back of the cottage.
Mandy waved and went to open the gate, bending to give the dogs a pat. ‘They look full of energy this morning.’
‘I think they were hoping to see Jabba.’ 
‘Ah, yes, the infamous Jabba the Mutt.’ Mandy, a matronly fifty-five year old grandmother, chuckled. ‘He was a character, to be sure. A bit of a rascal, much like his owner.’
‘Well, they do say owners become like their dogs.’ She glanced down at Oscar and Ted, two dippy looking balls of fluff. What did that say about her?
‘Aye, though Matt was a very fine looking mutt, if you get my meaning. Shame he decided to go home. I thought at one point he was quite taken with the place, and heaven knows the doctor’s practice could do with another pair of hands. Especially young, handsome hands.’ Her body heaved as she laughed at her own joke. ‘Well, I’d best get on. New clients in tomorrow. Nice to see you, dear.’ She patted Oscar and Ted on the head. ‘Sorry I couldn’t produce Jabba for you.’
Paige started to walk away but the dogs didn’t budge. Instead they began to whine, their soulful brown eyes giving her pleading looks.
‘He’s not here,’ she told them, a hint of exasperation in her voice. Heck, she was as disappointed as they were, but at least she was trying to be dignified about it.
Just then a giant ball of brown fur appeared from round the side of the cottage, long ears flapping, tongue lolling out of his mouth. Ted and Oscar went wild, barking ecstatically, pulling on their leads, and Paige’s heart flew into her mouth. With shaking hands she unclipped Ted and Oscar’s leads. If Jabba was here, that surely meant…
And suddenly there was Matt, jogging into the garden, shaking his head. ‘Bloody dog’s too strong for me.’ He stared down at the lead in his hand. ‘I had to take him off it. Gave poor Mandy a right scare. I was hoping to get here before you. Give you a surprise.’
He ran a hand through his hair and smiled. Brown and overly long, his hair, like his dark eyes and his big, broad shouldered frame, were all human versions of Jabba’s. But while Jabba looked lolloping and goofy, Matt was rugged, sexy. A charming rogue with twinkling eyes. 
‘Well, you still managed the surprise.’ The noise from the dogs was drowned by the sound of her heart thumping in her ears. ‘I thought you’d gone.’
‘I have.’ He waved over at the cottage. ‘At least I’ve left the cottage. I only rented it for a couple of weeks. Being a townie, I wanted to see if I could manage country living.’ His eyes met and held hers. ‘I found it held a lot more charm than I thought.’
Her heart bounced ‘Oh?’
‘Umm. I met this gorgeous curly haired blonde who bowled me over.’
Her next words came out as a whisper. ‘You did?’
‘I did,’ he replied solemnly, though his chocolate eyes glittered. ‘I’ve decided to take the position at the surgery in the hope I might see more of her.’ His gaze wandered over to where the dogs were a tangled bundle of fur. ‘Jabba’s hoping he’ll see more of his new friends, too.’
Warmth bloomed in her chest as a huge grin swept across her face. ‘I think Ted and Oscar would like that.’
‘And you?’
His expression was so beautifully earnest. Reaching up, she touched her lips to his, feeling the sizzle all through her body. ‘I’d like that very much, too.’
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