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A Cold Front in Hamilton





“Come on,” I hissed at my computer, nails drumming on the desktop as I refreshed my email for the three hundred and first time today. I crowed softly to myself in my cube as a new line appeared in my inbox. 

Congratulations, it read, and I clicked on it eagerly, already smiling.

As I skimmed, re-read, and then re-read again, my face fell. “No. No no no no no,” I breathed. I closed the message, my email, and shut down my computer, and then closed my eyes, slowly counting to ten.

The technique I’d learned in some online newsletter for “working professionals” didn’t work. Why would it? This wasn’t Marissa over in accounting asking me to provide copies of my receipts for client coffees for the third time in a billing cycle, after having lost them the first two. It wasn’t my brother Danny telling me Dad was out of coffee and could I just swing by the store for them—again.

This was worse than that. So much worse.

I slammed the lid to my laptop and shoved it in my bag, grabbed my purse, and pitched my half-drunk protein shake into the trash before poking my head up just high enough to make sure no one would see me as I left the office. I did not want to talk to anyone who might have read that damn email. I didn’t need to see the looks of pity on their faces.

Mercifully, I made it to the elevator and down to the parking garage without seeing anyone. I flopped into my car a sharp sigh escaping my lips. What a disaster. And I still had last minute shopping for Thanksgiving to do. 

I screamed at the steering wheel in frustration, then took a deep breath as I turned on the car and drove up the steep ramp of the garage. 

It was no surprise the roads were crowded and the store packed. I jostled my way through the aisles, picking up the things my parents had forgotten and my brother had promised to get, but then hadn’t. 

By the time I was sitting on my bed at my parents’ house, covered in the same neon-purple comforter I’d had as a teenager, the email message had calcified into a stone lodged at the top of my chest. I could breathe, but it wasn’t comfortable.

I fished my cell phone out of my coat pocket and pulled it up again.


Happy Thanksgiving, Team Behrman!

I know everyone has been anxiously awaiting the news of who our newest agency lead will be, so I won’t keep you in suspense over the holiday weekend.

Please join me on congratulating Tom Smith on his new role! 👏🏻👏🏻👏🏻

I also want to acknowledge Mandy Bradford, for bringing her best to the process. Her ideas helped sharpen the competition.

Happy Thanksgiving all—see you next week!

Bill Behrman, MBA



I stared at the words in the short message until the letters blurred, hoping that looking harder might make them rearrange themselves into my name. 

They didn’t. 

I was the fine print. Tom got the crown, and I got thanked for sharpening his sword. And now the whole agency would see I was second best. Still. After eight years.

I sneered at the phone. “His name isn’t even unique; how’s he supposed to sell customers’ products as special and different?”

I’d been saying the same thing since we’d started our college marketing program together.

And Bill, who styled himself as everybody’s friend, sending this email just before a long weekend but not talking to me before passing me up for this promotion? Classic Bill. Right down to the “MBA” after his name on an internal “team” email. I swiped the email app closed, tossed the phone to the side, and flopped backwards, my wool coat sliding limply at my sides.

Danny appeared in the door, holding a beer bottle and a handful of pretzels. His eyes flicked to my phone and then back to me. He snorted. “Still working? At six the night before Thanksgiving?” 

My baby brother, the family star, who’d sold some techy company he’d built for more money than I’d see in my entire career, and who’d been coasting on my parents’ couch the past three years without a trace of shame. 

“No,” I snapped, defensive. I sighed at the ceiling. “Just a long month. Help me up.” I lifted my hand into the air and waited for my brother to come haul me upright.

We clattered downstairs to the same pre-Thanksgiving dinner we’d been having my whole life. It should have felt comforting; tonight it was suffocating. 

“Did you hear about your promotion yet?” Dad asked as we sat.

I had been talking about it for months. How Bill had promised the agency he’d make a decision before the long weekend. The extra hours I was putting in and the careful creativity I’d used on my top two clients’ holiday campaigns. I’d even gotten one of them into the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade as co-sponsor of a balloon.

“I didn’t get it,” I said and picked up my wine. I could smile and pass the stuffing and pretend it wasn’t a big deal, that my professional hopes and dreams weren’t bleeding out.

“That’s too bad. You can always try again!” my mom said in her best cheerleader voice, like she was hyping me up after an A-. 

Dad frowned, dark eyebrows beetling. “You’re so reliable. I can’t understand why Bill didn’t promote you.”

“It’s fine. He saw something in Tom he likes; Tom deserves it.” The words felt like swallowing glass. “I’m happy with the clients I have and you’re right Mom, I can try again if I still want it next time.” Even thinking about having to try again made me want to scream again.

Danny raised his glass of beer. “See. Tech is better than the arts.” At least he wasn’t drinking from a bottle at the holiday table.


      [image: ]On Monday, I steeled myself for the glances from co-workers and the gloating by Tom. I would have loved to have an office I could close the door on, but alas that had been part of the promotion package. Mercifully, though, most people seemed too focused on getting back to work after four or five or a week of days off.

Until Bill arrived at the opening to my cube, just before noon. “Get your things, Mandy, we’re going to lunch.”

“We?” I asked, trying to sound only mildly interested instead of the hope that flared.

“You, me, Tom.” The hope died. “Down the street to Berghoff’s.” Bill turned, presumably headed for his coat.

I gathered my things and met the two men at the elevator. 

Berghoff’s was Hamilton’s steaks-and-cigars restaurant. It was the place people went to celebrate engagements, close business deals, and yes, even finalize promotions. Bill never took us there unless he had bad news. Shit, was I about to get fired?

Panic washed over me, thinking of the long weekend at a B&B I’d gotten for my parents for their upcoming anniversary. Losing my job would make seeing their excited faces on Christmas Day a misery, as I counted pennies.

In the back of the elevator, I shook myself, pulling my gaze from the loafers Bill had probably been wearing since he was a new advertising associate. Tom and Bill stood in front of me, talking casually about some new client. Probably the one that had won Tom the job. 

I would be fine; I was responsible with my money. 

Cold winter air greeted us outside, but the sidewalks were clear of snow, thanks to the diligent town services. A last few leaves clung to the treetops, even after the early season snow that has swept across much of Upstate New York.

At the entrance of the dark wood–paneled restaurant, a wave of nostalgia hit me, along with the faint, not entirely unpleasant, smell of aged cigar smoke. Berghoff’s was where my parents had brought me after my college graduation. They’d been equally as proud of Danny though, when he’d quit his job to launch his small tech startup. The idea he’d had had been unique enough that after a few years, he’d sold out to a much larger computing corporation for a few million. In a move I still didn’t understand, he’d ended up back at home after the sale.

I slipped into the inside of the equally wooded booth, Tom on the outside, both of us facing Bill, like eager, newly minted advertising associates who wanted nothing more than to impress him. Maybe Tom actually felt that way; I sure didn’t.

“I’m glad you’re both here,” he said after we had placed our orders. “The competition between the two of you for agency lead was tough.”

“I appreciate Mandy’s thoroughness in her campaign pitches,” Tom said, turning towards me. I recognized the look on his face. I’d once thought it was charming; now it felt smarmy. “She made me work harder. Which made me turn in better ideas.” The wattage of his smile tripled.

“I’m glad I could be so … helpful,” I sneered back.

“Excellent!” Bill clapped his meaty hands together. “That’s exactly that kind of teamwork I know the two of you will keep up.”

“Oh absolutely. I really value Mandy’s input,” Tom agreed. He looked completely serious and maybe he meant it. He should know; it had been my ideas that had saved our group project our senior year of college.

“I’d like to add how pleased Amanda is to make the agency better, all around,” I said. “And to reiterate that while I’m of course disappointed I didn’t get the promotion, even though I pitched twice as many clients, I continue to be a team player. If The Behrman Agency is to remain the top in the region, we all have to work together. Don’t we, Tom?” I cut my eyes to his.

“I one hundred percent agree,” Tom said, still glowing like a halogen lightbulb.   

Liar. Tom hadn’t had a collaborative moment since our senior year of college. In college, we’d been partners in every sense of the word. Until the capstone course at SUNY Buffalo. One day we’d been collaborating, the next, graduated and opponents.

“Great, that’s great to hear. I’m glad there are no hard feelings.” 

I disguised my snort as a sneeze. 

“Bless you. Now, let’s talk briefly about some of our mid-list clients,” Bill said as our appetizers were served.

I followed along, tossing a comment into the conversation here and there as the two men ran through every single client on our roster from the past two years. But mostly, my attention was outside our booth. At the pairs and small groups having lunch around us. Outfits ranged from casual sweaters to full suits, but I could tell most folks were trying to wrap up their end-of-year negotiations.

“Right. I have to dash,” Tom said, sliding his plate forward along the white tablecloth.

“Go get ‘em!”

“You got it, boss,” Tom said, grinning at Bill like they were in on some secret. “Mandy,” he acknowledged, glowing with the kind of smugness you can only achieve after an Old Fashioned at noon.

My eyes darted between the two men. I knew I hadn’t been paying close attention over the first course, but had I missed some kind of new boys-only club forming right in front of me? Gross.

And then Tom was gone, leaving Bill and I behind as the server set our entrees in front of us. I’d totally missed that Tom was only going to be with us for part of the lunch. What was the point of just Bill and I sharing the meal? Not that I wanted Tom and his overbearing charm sliming my right arm. But I wasn’t sure lunch for two was any better.

“It was nice of you to invite us for lunch,” I said, after we’d each had a few bites.

“You each worked hard over the past six months, and I wanted to recognize that. Like I said, the competition was tough.”

“I brought in more clients than Tom” I reminded him. A fact he was well aware of, since he’d commented on it himself.

Bill nodded, as he cut a bite of his steak. “That’s true.”

I waited for him to continue, for the part where he’d acknowledge the value I brought, but the silence stretched. “But?” Maybe you just aren’t good enough, Amanda, a little voice hissed to me.

“I see you as a solid upper-middle client agent. You’re dependable; you know—reliable.”

My lips pursed, like I’d tasted something sour.

“Those aren’t bad qualities,” Bill added, maybe seeing my look. “But Tom … he’s got more of what I need in a director.”

“How many of Tom’s clients are his? I mean, how many of the clients he services are ones that he recruited?”

“Oh I don’t have that information handy, Mandy. But I know he does a good job with what he’s got in front of him.”

“It’s Amanda,” I corrected.

“Right. Amanda. Anyway, new clients aren’t the only thing that an agency lead needs to have.”

“I suppose. But it seems to me that at least half of having an agency is finding new clients and nurturing those relationships.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” Bill agreed with a jab of his fork in my direction. 

“So, if I brought in more clients than Tom, and he can work with any client that’s handed to him, why is he the one with the promotion?”

“I don’t think I said that. Did I say that? That’s not what I meant.”

I pushed the rice pilaf around on my plate. Reliable. Solid. The kind of words bosses use when they’ve already decided you’ll never be the one in the spotlight.

“Look, Mandy, like I said, you’re a good upper-middle list agent. You just need more experience, more time honing your craft.”

“Tom and I have the exact same amount of time in the industry.”

“Tom’s worked in different places.” What he meant was Tom had worked somewhere else before coming to The Behrman Agency. Which frankly, had been a relief.

Bill sat back and wiped his mouth with his napkin. His entire steak and side were gone. I’d barely touched mine. 

“Behrman needs people like you to back up Tom.”

Backup. There it was, branded on my forehead for everyone to see. Look folks, Mandy’s here for you when you need someone who shows up. “And what if my goal wasn’t just to be dependable?”

“Mandy.” He might as well have patted me on the head and handed me an Etch A Sketch. “Here’s the thing about Tom. He’s good at getting people to do things. You put up great competition for him in designing ads, and there’s no question you’re good at selling Behrman to new customers. But I need someone who can make decisions. Someone who can rally the whole team when we’re pitching a client. I need a leader.” 

My stomach bottomed out. 

Not lead. Not visionary. Just the girl you call when Tom’s too busy to charm a client. And with it went the version of me who thought hard work would ever be enough. I smiled like the words hadn’t gutted me and I wasn’t watching my career die on the table between us.

He folded his arms over his chest. “We have a new client. Now, it’s nothing fancy,” he said when I sat up straighter. “It’s the local animal shelter. I took it on pro bono because I thought it would be good for our image and community involvement. The shelter is in danger of closing early next year if they don’t come up with more funding.” 

I knew the shelter he was talking about. It had been in Hamilton for at least fifty years. They’d done a fundraising drive a couple of years ago, trying to update the facility, plus provide medical care. My heart broke thinking of the animals that were often dumped in the woods around Hamilton not having a place to go.

“Anyway,” he said with a shrug, “the project is yours if you want it.”

I crossed my arms, too. “Will you promote me, too, if I pull it off?”

“It’s a pro bono project.” He said it like I was being stupid.

“You know I work harder than Tom. You know Tom’s campaigns are not as creative as mine, don’t resonate as deeply, and that he’s not bringing in new or diverse type of clients.” My eyes drilled into Bill’s, a plain brown that matched his loafers. “You know I was focused on what I thought was most important to you. You don’t actually believe I can’t lead.”

“We’re not even getting in-kind payment for our work.”

“Except community exposure and goodwill. And a good leader can do that, even when there isn’t cash involved.” If I couldn’t get him to see the value in that, he’d never truly see me for what I brought.

“Right, except that.”

I waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. “You may not see the value in the animal shelter, Bill, but I do. If I do this, if I succeed, if the shelter doesn’t have to close, will you agree to promote me? To an equal title as Tom? If so, I’ll do it.” Truth was, I’d do it anyway, but Bill didn’t need to know that. My chin lifted while he debated.

“Fine,” he sighed at last. As if it would be so horrible having two agency leads who were good at different skill sets. “I’ll send you the shelter director’s contact info when we get back to the office.”

“Great. I know I’m a better fit for this project than Tom would have been anyway.”

“Not that he has the time with his new role.”

The smile I flashed Bill was more of a grimace. There was that.

Even though the walk back was as cold as it had been coming over to lunch, I didn’t feel it. I had a new opportunity, and I was sure I’d be able to pull off whatever the shelter needed. Ideas about a fundraising night highlighting the shelter’s role in the community and its long-standing history spun in my head along with the crunch of salt under my heeled booties . 

At my desk, while I waited for the director to return my call, I read articles about the organization dating since its opening. I was sure I could convince the people of Hamilton that saving the shelter meant preserving a piece of the town. More than preserving; it was part of what made Hamilton such a cool little city. Sure, there were the colleges, but our shops and restaurants wouldn’t be complete without an animal shelter, right?

Besides, look at the photo from the ribbon cutting for the current building, just after World War II. Everyone beaming, kids clutching puppies, women in gloves with kittens in their arms, and a pair of dignified German shepherds flanking the then-mayor like furry honor guards.

I was already buzzing by the time the director called, asking for a meeting. “I’m delighted to help,” I told her.

“Let’s meet at the shelter, and I can give you a tour. That way you’ll know exactly what we’re up against. You’ll also meet our part-time vet, Elias. He’ll be integral to whatever we do.” Her excitement practically spilled through the phone.

When we hung up, I already had three new schemes scribbled in my notebook. I’d take Bill’s “dependable” and raise him my creativity and the ability to lead a big campaign. I just hoped Elias’ idea of being “integral” wasn’t standing in the corner with his arms crossed, shooting down every creative suggestion that came his way. I’d had enough of that lately.
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Welcome to the Doghouse





“Welcome!” Marilyn, the shelter’s director, cried when she let me in through the still-locked front door. Sparkly holly berry earrings winked under the edges of her round-brush curled and set hairstyle, matching her cherubic face and pink cheeks. We’d agreed to meet before the building was open to the public to minimize interruptions in the shelter’s operations. 

“Good morning,” I said, pulling my winter hat off, hair tumbling free. Two other people were also waiting in the vestibule: a dour-looking older man and a guy about my age with a stethoscope around his neck. “You must be Elias.” I stepped over to him and shook his hand. He was enough taller than me that I had to tilt my head back slightly to meet his clear eyes. His blonde hair was a few shades darker than mine and slightly unkempt, like he’d let his last cut go too long. 

“I am,” he replied. His gaze lingered, steady and curious, with the weight of appraisal. Being sized up was something I knew too well.

“And this is Mr. Wilson,” Marilyn said, gesturing to the older man. “He’s one of our longest supporters and used to head our board of directors.”

“Before this place fell apart,” he wheezed. 

“Right, let’s get this tour started,” she said, removing her hand from the back of Mr. Wilson’s shoulder. “This is obviously our lobby area, and these individual rooms are where we do intake for animals being surrendered or ones that have been found.”

I looked around the space. Standard white walls and a Formica top to the check-in counter, plus a few waiting area chairs were all that occupied the area. I saw a small, framed document which, when I squinted at it, looked like it was probably the business license. On the wall behind the long counter hung a wooden sign that read Hamilton Animal Shelter. It disappeared into the large wall. A few older photos were displayed on a side wall.

“We’ll go back into the shelter area,” Marilyn said, waving us to come with her.

Past the heavy security door, a stretch of kennels greeted us. As did a chorus of barks, whines, and howls. 

“We’re pretty crowded right now,” Marilyn called over the din. “Usually once we get into December people start coming to look for a holiday addition to the family.”

“Isn’t that usually something shelters say not do to?”

The back of Marilyn’s head bobbed in a yes of acknowledgment.

“And every new year, dogs always come back,” Elias muttered next to me.

“But not all of them,” Marilyn said over her shoulder. 

“Too many dogs,” Mr. Wilson grumbled.

He wasn’t wrong. Some kennels housed a single dog, but several had two, or in the case of small dogs, more than that.

“Let’s keep going,” Marilyn said, waving us forward again. The next room contained smaller kennels that held cats of all shapes, colors, and ages. In here, where most of the cats ignored us, I could hear better. But a few of them had something to say as we walked by.

“Zeus, no, you cannot have any more food.” Marilyn gestured to a very large and very fluffy grey and black cat. “Zeus is the shelter’s mascot. He gets to roam at night and then stays in here during the day. Elias suggested the idea, and we’ve found that having one cat who is used to being in a kennel helps everyone settle in better.”

I spun to Elias, surprised. “Is that true? I didn’t think cats cared that much.”

“It’s not true of all cats, and we certainly wouldn’t let them all out together, as that can lead to fights. But Zeus is a special guy.”

“Miserable cat,” Mr. Winston harrumphed. But he’d opened Zeus’ door and was scratching him with knobby fingers. Marilyn gave them both the kind of look usually reserved for grandkids in a school play.

“The shelter tried placing him. More than once,” Elias said. “But he always came back. Too big, too noisy, too hairy.”

“Too fat.” Marilyn picked up where Elias left off. “We pride ourselves on being a no-kill shelter, and Zeus was no different; not even after having been returned a record eight times. There wasn’t anything wrong with him, he’s just got a big personality. So now he lives here.”

Mr. Wilson gave Zeus a last scratch and shut the kennel door. Marilyn led us past exam rooms, visiting rooms, and a door that led outside to what she called the puppy playpen. “We can only really use it when the weather is nice, and of course because of its size, we can’t let all the dogs out at once.”

“Not that they should all be out together anyway,” Elias added.

“But it would be nice if we could let all the dogs out for longer periods on any day.” Elias inclined his head, silently acknowledging Marilyn’s comment. His version of agreement, apparently. “Let’s sit in my office and talk through some ideas to raise awareness for the shelter.”

Mr. Wilson shuffled ahead. I reached to hold the door for him at the same time as Elias, and our fingers brushed. “Thank you,” I said, my steps hesitating as I passed. His eyes weren’t blue, as I’d assumed, but a cool, watchful grey. He gave me a single nod. The controlled gesture sent something sparking through me: I couldn’t quite tell if what I felt was the zing of attraction or the charge of competition.

As we crowded into Marilyn’s office, it was clear how seriously she took her role as director. Veterinary magazines sat stacked on one chair, and her desk was buried under what looked like information about various animals.

“Intake forms,” she said with a smile when she saw me looking. The group of us cleared off chairs and Elias dragged another one in from the lobby, squeezing into the already crowded room. 

“Thank you for showing me around,” I said when we were seated. “I’ve already brainstormed a few ideas for fundraising.”

“Oh, fantastic!” Marilyn said. “What have you got?”

“Before we spoke yesterday, I was doing some research on the shelter’s history. It’s coming up on its seventy-fifth anniversary, so that’s something we could capitalize on. I noticed the photos on the wall outside, and those illustrate a record of that history. But I don’t know that the community knows about it.”

“Brought in war dogs,” Mr. Wilson muttered.

“What do you mean?” I thought back to the upright German shepherds I’d seen in the black and white newspaper photo.

“That’s how the shelter got its start, after the war.”

“You mean World War II?” I asked. 

Mr. Wilson nodded, his sparse white hair glinting in the overhead light. “Hamilton got the old war dogs. Too old, too crippled to work anymore. Government thought it would be good promotion to send ‘em to the town named after one of the founding fathers. After having defeated the Nazis who were trying to ruin democracy.”

“I never knew that!” Marilyn’s hands landed on her chest as if to hold her excitement in. “What an exciting piece of our history.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

Mr. Wilson didn’t answer, just levered himself out of his chair. Marilyn and I exchanged a glance and craned our necks to see where he had gone. A moment later he returned, arthritic hand clutching one of the photos from the wall. It was the same photo of the ribbon cutting I’d seen in the old newspaper.

“That’s me.” He jabbed a gnarled finger at a young boy at the edge of the frame, seated next to one of the German shepherds. “Mayor was my uncle,” he explained shortly.

“Mr. Wilson, I never knew,” Marilyn fluttered.

“We should use this,” I said, more ideas popping to the surface. 

“The shelter was better then. Smaller. People wanted those dogs. They were well trained. My uncle invited folks from the military every year. It was a point of pride for the town. Eventually, the war dogs died, people forgot. Now it’s just like any other animal shelter in the country.” One corner of his mouth dropped, not in irritation so much as regret.

I turned back to Marilyn. “One of the ideas I had was a big gala. To celebrate the anniversary. We could riff on that, pull some of our veterans in, maybe see if there’s anyone in the military who remembers the war dogs and ask them to come speak at the event. If we remind people of the important role our shelter played, we could really raise awareness and bring it back to the forefront of people’s minds.”

“The dogs we have these days aren’t former war dogs, though.” Elias gave a single shake of his head. “People were interested in those dogs because they had a history, they were trained.”

I turned from Mr. Wilson to face Elias, my tights-clad knee brushing his thigh. He jerked away and my stomach dropped. Was he reacting to me or my ideas? I forced myself to tamp my emotions down, focusing on making my point. “Sure, but not everyone wants a grown dog. Or a German shepherd.”

“I think it’s a lovely idea, Amanda, but I don’t know that it’s enough. One event? And what about the animals themselves? We have people come back to look at dogs—sometimes two or three times—before they decide to adopt. A party might remind people we exist, but it’s a one-time thing. It won’t keep interest up.”

“Hm, no, I suppose not.” I pursed my lips and tapped a pen against them, thinking. If a one-time event was out of the question, so were all my other ideas. “What about … do you guys remember when there were shelters renting dogs out so adults could play Pokémon Go without feeling ridiculous? What if we did something similar?”

“That was not a thing. Shelters don’t just hand out dogs to people who want to take them out for a day.” Elias shook his head, like he couldn’t believe how naive I was.

“Oh.” I deflated. “That’s a disappointment.”

“I wish it had been true,” Marilyn added.

“Okay, well … Marilyn, you said people come to adopt for Christmas presents. And Elias.” I shifted in my seat to look at him more closely. “You said sometimes those dogs come back.”

“More often than we’d like, unfortunately.” Frustration crossed his face.

“What if people had more time to spend with each dog before deciding it was the right one? What if we did a date-a-dog program? If your goal is to have people remember the shelter and support it going forward, we want it to be memorable. We could set up activities and invite the public to come to each location. And people get paired with each of the dogs, so they get to spend a day with each of them. A twelve days of Christmas theme, starting mid-month and ending right before the holiday.”

“That seems like a lot of work,” Mr. Wilson grumbled next to me.

“All good marketing is.” It would also take a lot of coordinating across the shelter, maybe some locations around town. It would take leadership. This was my opportunity to show Bill I was more than just the competent mid-lister. 

“We can’t just take the dogs out of their home and drag them around town for publicity. That’s a sure way for someone to get sick or lost and end up in a bad situation.” If possible, Elias thought I was even dumber than I had been for bringing up Pokémon Go.

“What if—this is even bigger, but what if we did twelve dates? Instead of only activities, the dogs also go home with new families.” Twelve dates would be big. Eye-catching, good press for the client, and good exposure for us. It was the kind of idea Tom used to smile at, right before explaining why it wouldn’t work. It would require even more of that L word Bill liked so much. I could make this work and prove them both wrong.

“Homing and re-homing dogs every day will be stressful for them. More stressful than being in the kennel.” Now Elias’ mouth turned down, deepening the crease between his eyebrows.

“Dogs are resilient,” Mr. Winston grumbled.

Elias leaned back to look around me to the older man, and his thigh bumped my knee again. This time I was the one who reacted, tensing, half expecting the same retreat. It didn’t come. Instead, Elias’ leg stayed pressed against me. Heat prickled under my skin, confusing and uninvited. “Maybe dogs that are trained or bred for stressful situations but not lap dogs and puppies.” Mr. Wilson hmph’d in what I took to be reluctant agreement.

Elias returned to his forward-facing position. “It’s so much more than the logistics of enough homes. We need to make sure dogs that go to homes with kids or other dogs or cats get along with them, that any other animals are vaccinated. We’ll have to have the same food to send home with each family, so dogs aren’t changing diets every two days.” He ticked concerns off on his fingers. “Yards need to be fenced, and fosters need to commit to daily walks.”

With every item, I collapsed inward on myself. I hadn’t thought of any of those things, and even with weeks to plan, probably wouldn’t have.

Marilyn’s excitement morphed into frustration. “I get that. But we need something. We can mitigate your concerns activity by activity.”

Elias inhaled a long breath and slowly let it out. It was impossible to tell if he was angry or considering my idea. 

“Elias,” she said brusquely, all traces of her gung-ho style gone. “If we don’t do something, there will be no more animal shelter.” An edge of desperation crept into her tone.

The grim line to his mouth softened, as did his voice. “I know.” His eyes flashed to me. “If you want to do a twelve dates idea, you need to be prepared for how involved it will be. I don’t want the dogs changing houses every day.”

I frowned. “That’ll be hard if we want to do a twelve days theme.”

“We should start right away.” Marilyn picked up a pen to make a note. “On December first. That way the dogs can change houses every two days. That’ll be better for them.”

“That’s in … a week.” How would I ever get advertisements created and out into the community in time? There were at least thirty dogs, so we’d need thirty people or families to pair them all with.

“There are twenty-four days before Christmas.” Elias’ gaze was steady on mine, testing.

Thank god Thanksgiving had been early this year. “Okay,” I agreed. The word sounded like a question, not resounding conviction.

“Our open houses usually draw some publicity,” Marilyn said. “We’ll do one to kick things off, use it to promote the twelve days theme and invite people to foster, to date the dogs.”

I paused. I could do an email blast to our clients. If Bill would give me our full client roster. I didn’t want to give him any ammunition to deny me a promotion again, but I could pitch it to him as “how will people know we are doing this good thing if we don’t tell them.” Maybe even “if you want to see me lead, give me access to the full portfolio.”

“I think that’s a good idea for something that is so short on time.” I scribbled a note to myself. “We have connections to media that might be able to do a quick spot with short notice.” 

“We’ll need to do wellness checks every time the dogs change homes. They’ll need to come here so we can monitor for stress, GI upset, viruses. Have you ever had a dog?”

Shame washed over me. “I haven’t, no.”

He nodded once as if I’d just confirmed his worst suspicions. 

“All right, are we in agreement?” Marilyn asked, eyes lighting up again. “Twelve days of dog dates?”

“It won’t be like the shelter used to be, but I’m on board,” Mr. Wilson grudgingly agreed.

“Wait, but who will do the wellness checks?” I looked between Marilyn and Elias. 

“I will,” Elias said. 

“What about your own practice?”

“I—” His voice cut out. Hesitated. “Don’t have a practice.” 

“I thought you were a part-time?” I asked, confused by both his answer and his reaction. 

Elias’ face went blank. “I am. I no longer have a practice.” There was something about his eyes that made me feel hollow. I shook off the bleakness that settled on me. Whatever his feelings about his profession were, so long as it didn’t impact our project, I didn’t need to know.


      [image: ]I raced back to the office, both eager and anxious to get started. I dropped my stuff and headed straight for Bill’s office. He was in a closed-door meeting with Tom, but I didn’t care. I had work to do and a very short timeline. “Sorry to interrupt,” I said sweetly to Tom, “but I need to borrow our boss for a minute. Just a few questions.”
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