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Dedication 

To Michael, now at peace in the arms of the angels. I will love you forever.
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Chapter One
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The young man set two bags of groceries in the backseat seat of his aging automobile, then slid behind the wheel and turned the key in the ignition. After three tries it finally caught and the engine roared to life, the muffler system also in need of repair.

It was two days before Christmas and traffic had certainly begun to pick up, shoppers shifting into high gear during the countdown for the holiday season. Christmas trees were everywhere. From last-minute tree lot finds tied to the tops of vehicles and those gaily decorated in front yards, to living room windows where bright lights twinkled. He remembered the great annual Christmas tree hunt when he’d worked at a nearby tree farm as a teenager. Sundays were usually hectic and filled with family fun. His home life had been nothing like what he saw there, the parking lot routinely jammed with happy parents and their children. They were there not only for a tree, but to enjoy hot apple cider, sugar cookies, hayrides and carol singing. That place had been one of the first to get into the Christmas spirit in a big way, he recalled fondly. 

Those happy memories had no sooner gone through his mind when a shiny black pick-up pulled into the parking lot beside him. An honest-to-God cowboy got out wearing a Stetson, western boots, jeans, and a fleece jacket. He guessed the guy was maybe in his thirties.

What really caught his attention though was his passenger, a white toy poodle, riding shotgun. The top of her curly white head was barely visible above the window frame. The obvious joke was that he was married to a dog, but if she was this cute, he guessed it wouldn’t matter.

The cowboy spoke to the dog as he was getting out. He called her Snowflakes and told her he’d be right back before making his way into the supermarket with loose-hipped confidence.

The dog, instantly bored, put her paws on the padded doorframe and stood surveying the parking lot around her, her mouth open, pink tongue lolling. Isn’t that what they called a dog smile? It had to be a girl because no boy dog worth his salt would be caught looking that pretty. She looked super friendly. He found himself smiling too as he watched her, it actually put him in a better mood. If this was the Christmas spirit, he just got into it in a big way.

Then the dog noticed him watching and since the truck’s window was down an inch or two to allow for fresh air, he lowered his too and talked to her.

“How ya doin’, Pooch?” he asked, and was rewarded with a friendly little bark. Her expression clearly said she wanted to play.

And then an idea struck him. He could call it a Christmas idea because the holiday was only two days away. Since he was in the Christmas spirit now, or as close as he was going to get, maybe Pooch here would like to go for a little drive. He didn’t have a present yet for his wife and he didn’t exactly have the cash to buy one. Their credit cards had been maxed out a long time ago. How ideal could this be? It was as though the perfect gift had been dropped right in his lap and although it wasn’t normally in his wheelhouse to take what didn’t belong to him, maybe he’d make an exception this one time.

Lelia loved dogs, and he loved Lelia. He would score major points when he came home with Pooch there under his arm. He could see the dog had on a red collar with what was probably an ident tag hanging from it, but he could easily get rid of that. Throw it out the window on the way home. There, problem solved.

He continued to study the dog, the poodle never taking her eyes off him either. This was meant to be! He had a perfect view of the front doors of the supermarket, and there wasn’t a cowboy in sight at the moment. It seemed that everyone was either shopping or standing in long line-ups, and that was definitely in his favour. He glanced around for security cameras, saw only one, and guessed he might be out of range. Did anyone ever look at those things anyway? The film image was usually so grainy it could be anybody. He’d seen that on television. So it was worth taking a chance because it was almost dark, and he would be hard to make out. Hmmm, if he was going to do it he couldn’t sit here all night thinking about it. He had to act fast. To avoid leaving fingerprints he slipped on his gloves. Also, the little thing could also turn out to be a biter. You never knew. He’d heard that dogs in vehicles could get downright territorial and go after anyone who tried to get inside. And this was probably a silly idea anyway because what if the truck was locked? If it was, no harm no foul, he’d simply carry on his way, and no one would be any the wiser. But maybe the truck wasn’t locked and the more he thought about it the more he believed it was meant to be that the poodle should come home with him. All that remained to be done was snatch the dog and be on his way.

Do it, Brett, the devil on his shoulder told him. Just think how happy Lelia will be when she sees her nice Christmas present. They were having major money problems lately with him unemployed, which meant lots of arguments. This could help ease some of that tension. The last thing he wanted was to lose Lelia, for any reason, so a cute little dog would obviously make things better in a hurry.

Before he could change his mind, he took a deep breath, pulled up his black cotton hood and quickly got out of his car. He cursed the squawky hinges that could draw attention to him. He couldn’t believe his good fortune when he found the truck unlocked, and better yet, the dog didn’t seem interested in biting him. In fact, she licked his face. Did he need any more encouragement from the gods? This little dog was going on an adventure, starting now.

He’d left his car door open for a speedy getaway although he tried to act nonchalant. Criminal activity was new to him, so he gave himself a mental pat on the back for getting it right the first time out. He set the dog on the passenger seat and made a quick exit from the parking lot, although not so quick as to attract attention. Thankfully, no cowboy materialized as he kept his eyes on the front doors, waiting for the traffic lights on the adjoining street to change before he could finally get out of here. Talk about a clean getaway! His Christmas just got a whole lot more interesting and now he didn’t feel like quite so much of a bum for not having anything to give his wife. He had the best present of all, a cute little pedigree poodle puppy. Well maybe not still a puppy, but she was small.

He reached over and patted the dog who now seemed be getting agitated. She was jumping around on the front seat, whining, and in general making it clear she’d changed her mind about the trip and wanted to be back in the cowboy’s shiny black truck. It could be that she was hungry, and he’d have to get something for her to eat. He couldn’t very well turn up with a Christmas dog and no food. When he’d been shopping, he hadn’t known he’d be snatching a dog so there was no kibble in either of the grocery bags. Besides, he’d barely had enough to get what they needed to eat themselves, let alone expensive dog food. Stealing the dog had been a spur of the moment thing. Where was he going to get the money to feed it and look after it? He’d heard vet bills could be very expensive if you didn’t have pet insurance. It would probably need shots at some point too and regular maintenance. His Aunt Gina had a little dog and she was forever getting something clipped on it.

Now the dog was barking, sharp little barks that while not dangerous sounding, succeeded in getting his attention. But no matter, he was headed for home now and they lived far enough away that the cowboy would never find her. But what about the dog, his conscience asked him. Don’t you think she’d like to be home for Christmas? Probably, he thought glumly. Funny how a person could be so decided that something was a good idea one minute, then just as quickly be buried in an avalanche of reasons why it was a terrible idea. He was now at the avalanche stage, but for sure he couldn’t take it back. What would he say? The dog opened the door on its own? Nothing was that smart, or in this case, strong. He had to keep going or he’d be in deep trouble; in for a penny, in for a pound.

To make himself feel better he thought about how happy the dog would be once she met Lelia. She wouldn’t even be thinking about home. And he could just imagine Lelia’s reaction when she saw her. The thought of giving her such a great gift made him feel better about himself than he had in a long while. Maybe she’d be cool with him again, because he figured in her eyes, he hadn’t been cool in quite a long time. Losing his job because of the fight he’d had with the owner of the company, a man who had been very good to him in the past hadn’t been too smart. Once he’d cooled down enough to see things clearly, he knew his boss was right. He’d been on the other side of the gate by that time. His wife was right too, he needed to learn to control his temper. She wasn’t the first one to tell him that.

He looked over at the dog, already completely smitten by the tiny poodle with the shiny button nose. “How ya doin’, Pooch? You going to come home and live with your new Mummy and Daddy?”

Mummy and Daddy? Now where had that come from? If his friends ever heard him talking like that they’d have a good laugh. He wouldn’t have to worry if they thought he was cool anymore, but deep down none of that really mattered when the dog cocked her head and studied him. She seemed to be pleading in the only way she could, sharp little barks as if to say: what you did back there wasn’t right. You stole me right out of my truck and now I have no idea where you’re taking me. Her eyes said: I want to go home. Now.

He thought of the cowboy, a pretty rugged looking lad if he did say so. He didn’t have to wonder whether or not he’d think what he did was cool. He might not fare too well if he got his hands on him. These were serious second thoughts, but it was too late now to undo what he’d done. No, it was a fait accompli as they said and so he carried on home with his prize. 

The dog, seemingly resigned to her fate lay down with a sigh on the seat, stretched her paws out in front of her and laid her little face down on them. It was clearly a sad gesture. If there was any mistaking how he read that, the eyes she turned on him again spoke volumes. Not cool, Brett! Not cool at all.

* * *
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LELIA WALKED IN THE door after ten straight hours on her feet. She was exhausted. It was a busy day at the store with the countdown to Christmas in full swing. She liked working the checkout, a chance to put a smile on weary customers. Today, she was the one who needed a smile in the worst way because her life at the moment was not so great. 

She kicked off her boots and plunked down on the sofa in her winter coat, slinging her purse onto the cushion beside her. She looked around at the small dreary apartment. They didn’t have a tree yet, and she hadn’t bothered to put up any decorations. She did not feel one iota of Christmas spirit, her mood not helped any by the fact that there was no sign of Brett. She’d hoped he would have supper ready when she got home, but no. She had a sudden urge to talk to her mother and was grateful when she answered. 

“Hi, dear, are you just getting off work?” Beryl Thorne asked her daughter, as usual in a cheerful mood. “You didn’t work a double shift, did you?”

“I just stayed four extra hours is all. I need all the hours I can get with Brett not working. We’re barely making rent at the moment, never mind Christmas.”

There was a momentary hesitation. “You could get help, Lelia. There’s the foodbank....”

“Brett’s too proud to go there and he doesn’t want me to either.”

“Where is Brett?”

Lelia sighed. “I thought he might be home when I got here, but he’s not. He said he was going out to look for a job today. He thought they might be hiring over at the factory so maybe he’s already working. Whatever way it went I hope he comes home in a better mood than he was when he left this morning. He’s really down about this job thing, and I kind of got after him about it so that didn’t help. It seems like all we ever do is fight lately.”

“Things will get better, Lelia, dear. The first couple of years are always tough for newly weds.”

Lelia forced a laugh she didn’t feel. “You keep saying that, Mum, but I don’t know. Brett is down on himself because he lost his job and he thinks he’s letting me down. It seems to be like we’re going from bad to worse financially. I don’t know what else can happen to us. I heard today they could be closing the store in the new year and if that’s the case, I might be out of a job. But I didn’t call to be all gloomy and everything. I wanted to tell you I’ve got a gift for you and Dad, plus I wanted to know if you guys are coming over here for Christmas or do we go there? I think we went there last Christmas, so really, it’s our turn.”

“First of all, dear, you didn’t have to spend money on your father and me. It’s very thoughtful of you, but you need the money worse right now than we need a gift.”

Lelia blinked away tears. “It isn’t much, Mum. I got it on the deep discount counter, but I thought it was nice, so I picked it up. I know it’s something you can use.”

“That’s sweet of you, and we certainly appreciate the gesture. How late do you have to work on Christmas Eve?”

“The store’s staying open ‘til ten o’clock but I’m getting off at six.”

“Perfect! Why don’t you come over for dinner on Christmas Eve? You could stay the night and then you can help me with Christmas dinner on Christmas Day. It will do you both good to get out of that basement apartment for a while.”

“Mum, that sounds really good, but Brett doesn’t want to be beholding to anyone. He keeps saying we’re not a charity case, but actually at this point that’s exactly what we are. We need all the charity we can get.”

“There’s no shame in taking help when you need it, Lelia. Besides, we’d love it if you could come. It would be fun. Your brother and his wife can’t make it this year because he’s stationed overseas of course. They’ll be joining us by Skype on Christmas Day. It would be a chance to say hi to them too. Do talk to Brett and see if you can get him to change his mind about coming here. Your father thinks the world of him....”

“Mum, Dad does not think the world of Brett. You know as well as I do that he’s never liked him. He says he’s not good enough for me.”

It was Beryl’s turn to chuckle. “No one is good enough for his daughter, Lelia, or haven’t you noticed?”

“I’ve noticed, but Brett really is a good guy. He just needs a little more time to get things straightened out in his life. Even though we argue, he’s still very good to me, Mum.”

“That to me is the most important thing because I know he has a temper. Are you sure....”

“He has never raised a hand to me. He does have a bit of an attitude, but you have to remember he had a hard time as a child. He didn’t have a very happy home life. It’s just going to take him a while to change how he thinks, to realize that everyone isn’t against him.”

“I know, dear.”

“One thing he promised me when we got married was that he would make me happy, give me nice things like I had when I lived at home. He doesn’t want anyone else to give me those things, he says it’s his job as my husband to do that. I think a big part of our problems is that things aren’t working out the way he wanted.”

“Lelia, you and Brett are still very young. I would have liked it if you’d waited a couple of more years before you got married, but I believe you can make this marriage work. He has a whole lifetime to give you nice things. It doesn’t have to happen all at once. He’s putting too much pressure on himself.”

“Brett is angry about a lot of things, and that worries me.”

“Me too, sometimes,” said Beryl seriously. “That’s always on the back of my mind. Lelia, I’m going to ask you a straightforward question and I would like you to answer me in the same way.”

There was no hesitation on the other end of the line. “I know what you’re going to say, Mum, but go ahead and ask me anyway.”

“All right then, here it is. Are you happy, dear?”

Happy. Lelia had been over-the-moon happy the day she’d met Brett Murdoch. She thought he was the cutest guy in the entire school, but he always kept to himself. He never seemed very friendly. One day while she was sitting alone at one of the tables in the library, she looked up to see him watching her. He’d quickly looked away, but their eyes met again and held and there was something there, an attraction. She’d smiled shyly at him, and he’d taken that as an invitation to join her at the table.

They’d talked well past the study hour. When the librarian approached them tapping on her watch to tell them the library was closing, he’d walked her home, carrying her books. And that was it. They’d instantly become a couple and were inseparable that summer. She knew he didn’t have it easy at home although he rarely brought it up, only hinted at it a time or two. Other than that they told each other everything about themselves.

They were seventeen when he asked her to marry him. There was no ring, it was almost as if he didn’t realize there was supposed to be. He’d told he wanted to be with her always, and she wanted the same thing. So they promised themselves to each other. They weren’t out of school six months before they got married, but when fantasy met reality, there were understandable stumbling blocks. That’s when they really got to know one another. They loved each other, that was a certainty for both of them, they just had to learn how to live together.

“I’m as happy as I can be, I suppose,” she told her mother. “I don’t run around laughing all day, but I am where I want to be. I can tell you that without a doubt. And I love him if that’s your next question.”

“It was, and can you guess what else I’d like to know?”

“Does he love me?”

“You’re absolutely correct, that’s what I was going to ask you.”

“Sure, I guess.”

“You guess! Lelia, you mean you’re not sure?”

“It’s just hard to tell sometimes, because he’s so....”

“Angry....”

“Yes.”

“Okay, honey, I don’t want to overstep but you know if you’re not happy you can come back home, even if it’s just for a little while.”

“I don’t think Brett would care much for me running back home to Mummy and Daddy. I’m going to make this work. Besides, I have to now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because I’m pregnant.”

“Lelia! That’s wonderful, dear!”

That’s when the tears came. “No, Mum, it’s not wonderful. I cannot be pregnant,” she sniffed. “I cannot afford to be pregnant. We cannot afford to be pregnant. It takes money to have a baby.”

“Sweetheart, your father and I will help you any way we can. Are you absolutely sure? How late are you?”

“A month.”

“Oh my goodness! And you’re usually very regular?”

“As clockwork. Mum, this is the worst Christmas ever!”

“Money aside, are you happy that you might be pregnant? I know you always wanted children.”

“I do. We both do, when the time is right. The problem is that now is definitely not a good time, and we were trying to be so careful.”

“A lot of things in life happen when we’re not ready, Lelia. We just get ready and get on with it. I’m sure everything will work out fine.”

“Right.”

“Have you told Brett about this yet?”

“Are you kidding me? He’d flip out. I can’t tell him.”

“Why would he flip out, dear? Didn’t you just tell me you both want children?”

She could not forget the argument they’d had after Brett lost his job a few months ago. He’d been as down as she’d ever seen him, distraught over the loss of the job he loved and one that promised steady promotion. He thought the world of Wally, so it was also losing a valued friendship that bothered him. It was then that he’d said if he couldn’t control his temper he shouldn’t be around children. It was as though that was the straw that broke the camel’s back because he’d obviously been having doubts that he’d not shared with her. That was the day that a lot of things changed for them.

“He’s just not sure about it right now.”

“Why ever not?”

“Because he’s changed his mind. He doesn’t think he’d make a very good father. He doesn’t think he’d have the patience to deal with raising a child.”

“Everyone has doubts. Everyone is nervous, that’s not unusual. Bringing a child into the world can be a frightening thing, happy yes, but it’s a very big deal and there will be challenges.”

“He certainly has plenty of doubts. Honestly, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m afraid he’d just walk out if I tell him I’m going to have a baby.”

* * *
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BRETT GLANCED OVER at Snowflakes and knew he wasn’t ready to take the dog home. Yet. He wasn’t sure Lelia would be there anyway because she’d been working extra hours lately. All because he wasn’t man enough to pull his share of the load. He’d lost another job because of his temper. He didn’t have to get into an argument with Wally; he could learn to let a little more go. It was just that he felt frustrated because he’d imagined his life would be so much better at this point. He was too impatient. He’d had a five-year plan, and that included a nice house in the suburbs, him tinkering around the property; mowing the lawn, stuff like that. Instead they were living in a cramped basement apartment, and it wouldn’t be long before they couldn’t even afford that. They’d gotten a notice last month that the rent was going up in January. Thank heavens the big box store where his wife worked was only a couple of blocks away. That freed up their car so he could go look for work, but so far it had been a waste of time. He expected them to say no before he even asked. Factory work wasn’t his thing anyway; that had been today’s turndown. He liked construction but it seemed no one was hiring this time of year, not where he’d tried anyway. Maybe Wally had spread the word about him being a hot head, but on second thought he knew Wally wasn’t that kind of guy.

And there was Lelia, working all hours. She didn’t complain, but he knew he’d let her down by losing such a good job and thereby his benefits.

Didn’t anyone understand how frustrated he felt? Try for even a minute to understand where he was coming from? It did occur to him as he drove out of town that maybe he could try to see where other people were coming from for a change. Maybe Wally was having trouble at home or something. He knew his wife hadn’t been well. Maybe Wally himself was sick or something and wasn’t letting on. Hadn’t he given all of his employees a big Christmas bonus last year, and a turkey? This year he and Lelia were just trying to make grocery money. Wally had given him severance pay, but that went for bills. Even so they’d had to give up their cellphones because they could no longer afford them.

No, he couldn’t go home just yet. He had to try to get himself in a better frame of mind or there’d be another fight and he’d blame himself, just like he always did. He hated to see his wife cry, and Lord knows he’d made her cry often enough these past few months. But today was different. Today he would put a smile on her beautiful face. He tried to think out the perfect plan to surprise her with the dog. Maybe he’d wait until Lelia was in bed and then come in and let the dog lick her face or something. Or turn on the light and pass her the poodle. Yeah, maybe that was the way to go about it. He just needed a little more time to put everything together in his head. So instead of turning and heading for home, he continued on out into the country.

He knew one thing; he had two cigarettes left and he needed a smoke. He had enough money in his pocket to buy a pack. So the first store they came across that’s what he’d do.

Snowflakes had been lying morosely on the seat. She now sat up and looked at him pointedly, even whining a bit before giving a single bark.

“What?” he asked the dog, smiling. “We’re going to be home soon enough, maybe a couple of hours. Just hang in there.”

The dog whined again and then it struck him. “You need to go pee?”

Snowflakes obviously recognized the question and barked once in agreement.

“You’re a smart little goober, I’ll give you that,” he told her affectionately. “Okay, we’ll stop, but I have to find something to use for a leash. I know if I let you out, you’re gone.”

Brett parked on the side of the road and pulled the tie out of the bottom of his jacket pocket and fastened it to the red collar. “There, you want to do your thing? Let’s go.”

He walked around to the passenger side, opened the door and the tiny dog hopped out and proceeded to answer the call of nature, both numbers.

Brett laughed. “Sorry girl, for making you wait. That wasn’t very nice of me, was it? I’m going to have to get better at this.”

Kind of like having his own kid he thought, although he knew he wasn’t exactly father material. At least that was one good thing about him, he thought. He was well aware of his shortcomings. Dr. Phil said that was called insight. He smiled. He was enjoying being with the dog. Loving it actually, so maybe there was hope for him after all.

Back in the car Snowflakes looked at him hopefully again, her mouth lolling open in that sweet canine smile. He smiled back. “What?”

She barked, then smiled as if expecting him to know what she wanted. Obviously, someone, that being the cowboy, was very good at reading her mind and she saw no reason to believe that everyone wouldn’t be the same way. 

And then it struck him. “You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

Another bark, and he clearly understood that one to be yes. Hmmm.

He had just enough money for cigarettes. A bag of dog food he imagined would cost about the same, especially at a convenience store, but looking at that little face he knew there was no contest. Snowflakes would eat. He needed to quit smoking anyway. Lelia was always after him about it. Now was just as good a time as any to get started. He wasn’t a heavy smoker anyway, so cold turkey it was. That would be his Christmas turkey, no more smokes.

“Okay, Pooch,” he told the dog, “Daddy’s going to get you something to eat.”

“Daddy! Come on Brett, you’re losing it,” he said out loud, but he couldn’t help but try it on for size. Daddy. No way. He just wouldn’t be a good father although he was feeling kind of fatherly at the moment, for what that was worth.

He came across a country store not far down the road and sure enough they had a small bag of dog food, for puppies it said. Considering her size, that might be a good choice. And water, the dog would need water. So he grabbed a bottle of spring water too and put it on the counter with the kibble. He didn’t quite know how he was going to get the water from the bottle into the dog, but he’d figure something out as he went along.

Carrying the dog food and the water he started out of the store, looking forward to being greeted by that cute little face. However, when he rounded the corner to his vehicle, the dog was gone.
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Chapter Two
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Cole adjusted his Stetson and undid the buttons on his fleece jacket. The temperature in the store had risen to an uncomfortable level because of the crowd. All he had to get was a small turkey, a bag of dog food and one of those oversized TV dinners to throw into the oven for himself tonight. He was hungry, it was getting late, and he didn’t much relish having to peel vegetables and thaw a steak before he could eat. He glanced at his watch as he headed to the frozen food section. He’d better hurry because that poodle hadn’t been watered in a while and he wasn’t thinking about the water going in.

He didn’t often have the opportunity to entertain Snowflakes because she actually belonged to his ex-wife, well soon to be ex-wife, Elsa. His dog, Rascal, a golden lab/shepherd cross, had gone to that big dog kennel in the sky about six months ago and he missed his old friend like crazy. Snowflakes was a rescue dog, and he could remember the day she’d come home with Elsa. Too cute to leave her there was how Elsa had described her, and indeed, Snowflakes was probably the cutest thing on four legs with her fluffy white coat and almost constant smile. And it wasn’t hard to figure out how she got her name either, that had been inspired by the weather the day Elsa had brought her home. It’d been snowing at the time, big soft flakes. Hollywood snow, because it was so perfect. The little poodle, elated with her new home, had dashed around the yard trying to catch snowflakes, only to have them melt on her tiny pink tongue. Snowflakes just seemed like the obvious choice of name.

Snowflakes was with him today because he was dog sitting for Elsa who’d gone to Fredericton on two-day business trip. No problem, he liked the dainty little thing, and she wasn’t any trouble at all, probably the friendliest dog he’d ever seen. Very loving. He’d enjoyed snuggling down with her last night in bed, Snowflakes resting her head on the pillow like she owned the place. He smiled as he called that image to mind and remembered she was smiling at him when he woke up.

Having made his selections, the shortest line he could find was at the self-checkout, but even that stretched almost the length of the store. The last few days before Christmas were always chaotic, and he’d only finished his Christmas shopping yesterday. He was a typical wait ‘til the last gun is fired male shopper. Really though, he only had to buy for his mother and father. When he couldn’t find the perfect gift, he’d booked them on a cruise to Alaska. It was a trip they’d often talked about taking.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a woman standing in the line-up adjacent to his, stealing furtive glances of him. She was pretty, in a cosmetic kind of way, but since his divorce wasn’t final yet he wasn’t out looking. Besides, he wasn’t even sure he would then. It would take him a while to get back in the dating groove seeing as how he hadn’t been in it for so many years. He probably wouldn’t even know how to go about it now. Dating practices had changed a lot, and the fly in the ointment for him was that the divorce hadn’t been his idea. He was still deeply in love with his wife.

Feeling the woman’s eyes on him he looked in her direction and could see she was now full-out watching him. He gave her a fleeting smile and the briefest nod of his head just to be polite.

“Busy, isn’t it?” she asked, initiating conversation by stating the obvious. “I think we’re going to be here all night.”

“I think you might be right,” he answered noncommittally. “I guess we can expect things to be slow at Christmas.”

“You only have three items so you can go ahead of me,” she offered generously. 

She even stepped back a pace or two in her line to make room for him to come stand in front of her, and thereby bring him much closer.

“Nah, I’m good,” he said, “but thank you. This line’s starting to move.”

She continued, undaunted. “Are you from around here? I shop here all the time and I haven’t seen you before.”

“Not far from here,” he said as a customer finished paying and the line truly did begin to move. 

He did not want to continue this conversation. She was probably a very nice lady but there was something predatory about her, it was in her eyes. It was always in the eyes. Too ... intense. Too interested. Too ... everything. He’d take a pass; continue with his unofficial vow of celibacy because that’s what it had amounted to since he moved out of the marital home. Actually before that if the truth be told.

Finally it was his turn to ring through and he wasted no time bagging his items and heading back out into the chilly December evening. He set the groceries in the back of his truck and went around to get in, realizing with a start that Snowflakes was not in the cab. 

He immediately hurried around to the other side of the pick-up and looked under the seat and behind the seat and then in the crew cab. No fluffy white poodle. She was nowhere to be seen, and unless in the half hour he was tied up in the supermarket she had learned to undo the door and close it again, she’d been taken. He was stunned. Never in a million years did he ever think such a thing would happen, but it apparently had. Stealing a dog right out of someone’s vehicle at Christmas.

Security cameras! It had to be on camera somewhere. They could get a license number and get the dog back pronto. So back into the store he went on the trot and asked to speak to the manager.

Within minutes Cole was in the manager’s office along with security, reviewing camera footage. 

“There he is right there,” the security guy pointed out as he leaned closer to the screen, “but the camera faces the drivers side of your truck. You can see the guy making his move though. You pulled in right beside him, one space over.”

They watched what appeared to be a male wearing a dark hoodie as he took the dog out of the truck. Seconds later the vehicle left the parking lot. They could basically identify the make and model of the car, but the license plate was pretty beat up and covered with road dirt, so therefore unreadable. Great!

The manager was sincerely apologetic. “I’m sorry, Mr. Donahue. I’ll call the police and have them respond if you want to report it. Was it a valuable dog?”

Cole folded his arms, disappointed there was really nothing to go on. “To us it is. It was a rescue dog, but of course it has huge sentimental value. I know the police have their hands full at the moment with what happened last night, so I won’t bother them with this. The surveillance footage is of no real use, but thank you anyway. We’ll have to look for her ourselves and I think we should get started on it right away.”

The security officer was sympathetic. “Does it belong to one of your kids?” 

The question caught Cole off guard, triggering a lingering disappointment that the big family he and Elsa planned to have had never materialized. Their marriage had failed before they could get to where children would be part of the picture. It was a sore spot with him, and she refused to discuss it, so he could only assume it was a tender issue with her as well.

“It belongs to my wife,” he said, not wanting to get into the ex thing with strangers. She wasn’t his ex yet anyway, but none of that was anybody’s business.

The security officer folded his arms. “I don’t know what your chances are of getting the dog back because there’s so little to go on, but I wish you all the luck in the world. What kind of dog was it?”

Cole sighed, dreading the news he would have to break very soon. “A small white poodle.”

The store manager had gotten to his feet behind his desk. “At least she’s not out running around loose. The temperature is supposed to drop fast tonight. It’s going to be a cold one.”

Minutes later Cole was back sitting in his truck. Poor little Snowflakes, he only hoped she was safe and that whoever took her would be kind. He shoved unpleasant images from his mind with an effort. He had to call Elsa right away and tell her what happened, but then just as quickly decided he couldn’t do it over the phone. She at least deserved to be told in person. She was not going to be happy, and he couldn’t blame her. He wouldn’t be too happy either if that had happened to his dog.

He made his way to what was now Elsa’s place, alone, in Stoney Creek. He kept a sharp eye out for a tiny white dog on foot, hoping against hope, but of course there was nothing. No such luck to have the dog back safely in his care. He might as well face the music and be done with it. He could see that her car was in the drive when he pulled in and got out. He was glad she wasn’t in the window watching for them because she’d know immediately that something was wrong if he was walking to the door without the dog.

She answered on the second knock and looked at him strangely when she didn’t see Snowflakes. “Where’s the dog?” she asked, checking the ground to see if she had walked to the door instead of being carried.

“Can I come in?”

“Certainly you can come in, but where’s Snowflakes?”

He stepped in and pulled the door shut behind him. “Elsa, I’m afraid I have some really bad news and I wanted to tell you in person rather than over the phone.”

She looked stricken. “What do you mean you have really bad news? I assume it’s about Snowflakes since she isn’t with you.”

“It’s about Snowflakes. She was....”

“Run over?” she demanded, tears springing to her eyes. “Snowflakes is dead?”

He reached to put his arms around her, but she deftly stepped out of his embrace, stiff as a poker so he dropped his arms. “No, she didn’t get hit by a car and as far as I know she’s not dead.”

“What do you mean as far as you know? What’s going on, Cole? Where’s my dog?”

“She got stolen out of my truck at the supermarket. I was only inside for a short time and when I came out, she was gone. I’m so sorry. I feel terrible.”

“Oh no! Was the theft caught on camera? Are they looking for whoever did it?”

“The theft was caught on surveillance camera, but the footage is poor. The camera faced the driver’s side of the truck, not the passenger door. You can see that somebody went to the truck and took the dog, but it wasn’t possible to get a license number because the plate was in such poor shape.”

“So the police have nothing to go on, is that what you’re telling me?”

“Basically.”

“Well how could they have gotten the dog if your doors were locked? They broke in you mean?”

Cole let out an exasperated burst of air, loathe to confess his negligence. “That’s the thing, the truck doors weren’t locked.”

“The doors weren’t locked? What do you mean they weren’t locked?”

“It means just that. I didn’t think of it, I’m sorry. I never lock my doors.”

She had her arms wrapped tightly around herself, but he knew she would still not be receptive to a comforting hug seeing as how he was the cause of the problem. She might be more inclined at the moment to provide the blindfold for the firing squad.

“And now my dog is gone ... because of you.”

“Well I didn’t steal her,” he said, knowing he didn’t have a leg to stand on.

“No, but somebody else was only too happy to because you didn’t bother to lock your doors. You couldn’t have made it any easier for her to be taken. An unlocked door is practically an invitation.”

“Elsa, I’m sorry. You’ve got no idea how badly I feel right now. I cared for that little dog too you know.”

She turned away from him, her shoulders hunched, and he knew she was crying. Talk about feeling like a first-class heel.

“Elsa, sweetheart, I really am sorry. Look, I’m going to do everything I can to find that dog. We’ll make posters and put them up and surely through those as well as social media we can get her back in no time flat. Someone somewhere will see her and let us know. We’re going to get her.”

She kept her back turned to him. He put his arms around her, still hoping to offer some comfort, but he felt her stiffen at his touch, so he backed off. Maybe it was not so much about the dog as it was that she was distancing herself from him now that their divorce was close to being official, although she’d said all along that she wanted them to remain friends. 

She turned to face him and indeed there were tears on her face. “What is that poor little thing going through right now I wonder? As you know, she was rescued from a difficult situation when I got her. Now she’s been thrown right back into God knows what, and all because you didn’t lock your doors. How could you be so irresponsible? I trusted you to look after her, not throw her to the wolves.”

He gritted his teeth. This was going down just about the way he suspected it would, but again, how would he feel if his dog had been stolen because she had forgotten lock her car doors? He knew he’d react in the very same way. He could also understand that her imagination was likely going into overdrive, worried about the dog’s wellbeing.

“Elsa, I’m sorry about the doors. I apologize but yelling at me isn’t going to bring the dog back. I said I’d help you look!”

But she wasn’t quite finished venting her frustration. “What if that had been our child, would you have been just as careless?” she threw at him angrily, but she was stepping into delicate territory. 

He felt his gut tighten. “Hey! Let’s not start down that road, Elsa. I said I was sorry, and I will do everything I can to find the dog.”

“Sorry isn’t going to bring Snowflakes back, Cole. I’ll call Matt. Maybe he can help fix this mess.”

He could feel his blood pressure jumping in double-digit increments. So there was someone else. Matt.

“Matt?”

“Yes, Matt. He’s a guy from work, one of the district managers.”

“A guy from work.”

“That’s right, a guy from work.”

“Well unless Matt is a magic man, I don’t see how he can do anything other than what I’ve already done.”

“Like lose the dog you mean?”

“Elsa, I’m not going to play this game with you. What I do want to do is get busy trying to find her. We could go out and drive around; maybe we’ll see her.”

“I don’t see why the police aren’t looking too. A crime has been committed.”

“That’s true, but like I said earlier, there simply wasn’t enough information for them to go on; no license plate, no good description of the guy who took her. Those surveillance cameras at the supermarket aren’t the best. You’d really have to know what you were looking for in the first place. I mean a good description of the guy.”

“Perfect!” she said folding her arms. “But I suppose the police already have their hands full with that bank robbery yesterday; they’re still trying to track down the suspects. They probably wouldn’t even have time to look for a missing dog, stolen or otherwise.”

He sighed deeply, nodding in agreement. “We have to look ourselves. Whoever did it can’t have gone far; it had to be someone here locally and the dog just might get away from him and try to come home. You never know.”

“But if she was taken by car she could be almost anywhere by now. When exactly did it happen?”
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