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      “Develop the strength to do bold things, not the strength to suffer.”

      
        
        - Niccolò Machiavelli

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      The thing about dogs is that they are always pleased to see you, and, with a wag of a tail and a slobbery kiss, they can ground you even after the hardest days. I had a girlfriend with very similar attributes a while back, although she was less loyal. It turned out she’d let anyone tickle her behind the ears.

      I think I’d like to come back as a dog, not as a stray, or even a pampered pooch being paraded around in a purse, but just as a regular family dog: playing with the kids, protecting them from intruders and stuff. I could be the modern day Lassie, saving everyone so they could live happily ever after. We’d go on hikes together, or swim in the lake.

      “I think I’m going to puke!”

      Startled, I turn to the dark-haired woman next to me, wondering what’s so wrong with wanting to be a dog in my next life. Realizing she isn’t telepathic, but rather about to relieve her stomach of all its contents, I grab the flattened white paper from the seat pocket in front of me and, with one quick flick of my wrist, snap it open. Being a quick-draw barf bag champion is a lifesaver in my job.

      One giant heave, and the passenger next to me has what looks to be carrots shooting out her mouth and distressingly (for me at least) down her nose. Why do carrots never digest? Even if you’ve not eaten carrots for a week, they’re always in the mix.

      “Are you okay?” I ask apprehensively. She nods then wipes the back of her hand across her mouth, stretching a thick, gloopy line of snot and saliva. I try not to grimace, unsuccessfully, but I doubt she notices as the next eruption seems to start from her toes, gathering speed as it rises. Seriously, of all the seats someone could have allocated me, they sat me here? My sigh is silent as I rub the small of her back and pull her hair out of the corner of the bag. Now I need a tissue. We both need a tissue, or a pack of them.

      “The worst might be over,” I suggest, watching her pluck a piece of carrot from her left nostril. Thankfully, it stuck to her finger. “Hang on, I think I have—” With my clean hand, I pull my rucksack from below the seat in front of me, clasping it between my knees. Rummaging in the front pocket, I find my packet of tissues.  

      “You might want this.” I offer her the tissue, which she takes with a shy smile. Is it weird to find someone cute even when they have vomit drool plastered over their face? I distract myself from contemplating the answer by using another tissue from the pack to wipe my fingers. It’s not ideal but it’ll do until I can get to the washroom.

      An audible ping grabs my attention, and I look up. They have switched the seatbelt sign off and as if by magic, my colleague Tamara appears, shimmying up the aisle in a tight dark dress, no doubt attracted by the not so subtle retching which has been keeping everyone entertained for the last ten minutes.

      “Is she okay?” Tamara mouths the words while looking at me, and I glance at the woman next to me, who is still wiping thick mucus from her face. I nod, although I imagine my expression doesn’t follow through with the positive vibe.

      “Would you like some water?” Tamara asks, leaning across and tapping the woman’s shoulder. The woman jumps, and so does Tamara, but then she nods.

      “I’ll get you a glass. You’re lucky to be sitting next to Kristi. Has she told you she’s cabin crew? She’s usually up front helping me look after all the passengers, but she’s got herself a vacation—and she still can’t keep away.” The woman next to me smiles, first at Tamara and then at me. Yup, even covered in snot and regurgitated carrot, she’s cute.

      “Kristi will take good care of you. I’ll just get you that water.” Tamara winks as she turns to make her way down the aisle, and I find myself distracted by the gentle sway of her hips.

      If I’m lucky, the woman will wear herself down into some sort of comatose slumber. I’ve never had much of a problem with sleeping on planes. I know for some people, the idea of cramming your body into a little seat with minimum legroom while figuring out a place to rest your head that isn’t at odds with the rest of your body isn’t easy. But you have to take what you can get when you’re cabin crew. Being comfortable in confined spaces is a prerequisite of the job. Although, nowadays sleeping in the same bed for three consecutive nights is more of a challenge.

      When Tamara returns with the water, the woman takes it, offering a “Thanks.”

      “You must think I’m a fool.” She tucks her long dark hair behind her ear, and again I get a glimpse of that smile. “I’m Ali. The world’s worst traveler,” she jokes.

      “Kristi. It’s nice to see you breathing again.” My words cause an adorable blush to rise up her cheeks. I reckon she’s about mid-thirties, maybe a touch more. Safe to say she’s at least five years my junior, and sweet.

      “I bet you wish you’d got another seat.” Ali shakes her head, seeming a little mortified.

      “Everyone gets scared from time to time. We’ve all got hang-ups, you know, the stuff that sets us off.” This is my standard response after someone has clutched my hand so tightly they’ve drawn blood, or puked over my shoes.

      “So, what’s your thing?” Her question catches me off guard. “What scares you? It’s obviously not flying.”

      I hesitate; I know that answer but it’s not something I’m about to share. I don’t readily share emotions with anyone, least of all a stranger. Plus, saying “fear of abandonment” is such a buzzkill. So, I opt for something safe and lame. “I’m scared of spiders.”

      Ali nods, watching me as though she’s assessing how much candor underlies my claim of arachnophobia. There is a modicum of truth, I mean I don’t like the huge hairy ones that wear Doc Martens, and run like Usain Bolt mainlining Red Bull, but the smaller ones are okay. I even like the tiny ones. My grandma called them money spiders. Raising her arm in the air, she’d let them dangle, spinning and climbing, before allowing them to run over her palm.

      “They’re the lucky spiders, Kristi,” she’d tell me. “Let a money spider run over your hands and he’ll bring you good fortune.” How she knew it was a him is beyond me, but then is gender relevant in a spider’s world? Maybe I should ask a black widow? But that was one of the many superstitions she’d inherited from her mom, a formidable Irish woman as wide as she was tall, with hair the color of fire. I never met my great-grandmother, Molly, but she sounded like a character, albeit a very scary one.

      Ali yawns next to me.

      “Get some rest.” I pat her hand, watching her heavy eyelids blink as she fights to stay awake, but it’s a fight she isn’t going to win as she comes down from the adrenalin rush. Within minutes she’s already drifting off.

      I glance around the plane and start my preferred pastime while I fly and I’m not wheeling a trolley up and down an aisle—people watching. It’s always interesting to look at the passengers while I try to figure out who they are, where they’re going, and why. How many people are going for business, how many are traveling for pleasure?

      There’s a young couple sitting a few rows ahead of me, both wrapped up in each other’s arms so tightly they might not come unstuck when we land. They might be newlyweds, on their way to the honeymoon, or maybe they just need to get a room.

      Across from them there’s a man who is a similar age to myself, early forties, but he looks exhausted. I hope I don’t look that tired. Beside him, a toddler is jabbing the screen of a tablet, swinging her chubby little legs while she giggles. Unsurprisingly, the woman in the seat directly in front of them has her headphones on. The rest of the passengers are reading, trying to get some rest, or talking quietly amongst themselves.

      I’m not used to sitting still for any length of time so with the seatbelt signs off, and an aerophobic Ali fast asleep and snoring like a brass band at a New Orleans wake, I take the opportunity to head to the galley to find Tamara.

      I find her loading the drinks trolley again, for what is probably the third time, as Gael, her fellow steward, fills one thermos with coffee and another with hot water. Curtains block my view of first class so I lean against the galley wall, talking to them as I absently run my eyes over the passengers through rows 18 to 29. Some have their heads down reading, while others are tilted back in sleep. My gaze lands on the woman in 25C. There is something about her that’s—I don’t know… Strangely familiar.

      When I passed her on my way down, she’d been poring over papers and a laptop, just as she is now. But now, as though she senses me watching her, she lifts her head a little, and a pair of eyes, so dark they almost look black, meet mine. It’s just for a moment, and then she looks back down at whatever she was reading before. I barely even get a good look at her, but there’s something about her. I can’t help but feel this isn’t the first time our paths have crossed.

      Maybe I’ve seen her on a flight before, just like this one. Most of my routes send me south of the equator, so if she’s a frequent flyer to San Jose, San Paolo or maybe even Quito, there’s every chance I’ve served her a drink. Although, right now, unlike most passengers, all she has in front of her is water.

      The high pitched rattle of glass tells me the drinks trolley is about to rumble up the aisle so I grab one of those tiny cans of soda and head back to my seat, passing the beautiful occupant of seat 25C, and move on towards the percussion section, which is Ali. I doubt she’ll wake before we land. I lean into the aisle to see what drink my mystery woman orders from Tamara, hoping it might jog my memory.

      Tamara hasn’t reached her yet, and 25C is still flicking through papers. She takes the tip of her forefinger and touches it against her bottom lip, using the traction from the moisture to separate the sheets. I’ve seen her before. I’ve seen her make that exact same movement, feverishly flicking through sheets of paper as if she’s looking for something she can’t quite find. It’s such a small thing, but oddly it’s the small nuances and quirks about people I remember, never the big things. The way she moistens her finger and then flicks the paper has a sensual quality to it. I laugh at myself. Of course this would be what I remember.

      I see thousands of people every month, and most barely make eye contact. I reckon we’ve a finite capacity available for remembering people so when our memory gets full, we just dump the irrelevant files to clear space for the next lot. But 25C, in amongst the miniature bottles of bourbon and tiny packets of nuts, with those full lips and deft fingers, I remember.

      I wonder what she does? She didn’t come aboard in a pantsuit, brandishing a briefcase like she was about to weaponize it, so I don’t think she’s the corporate type. But she’s studious, detailed, taking her time to go over each bit of information more than once. Whatever she’s doing, she makes it look important.

      Coffee. That’s what Tamara pours for her. Perhaps she doesn’t drink, or maybe she is heading straight to a meeting. Perhaps she lives in San Jose? Those big brown eyes and dark waves suggest a more exotic heritage than my red Celtic roots.

      Now, I don’t want you to think it’s normal for me to spend so much time focusing on one passenger, because it isn’t. Not really, although I must admit to being a sucker for a beautiful woman. But 25C is fascinating. She has an intensity to her character which mesmerizes me. Although it’s a little crass, I can’t help but wonder what kind of lover she would be. Passionate? Bold? Or a little shy?

      I’m still indulging my imagination when the seatbelt sign illuminates with a ping. If the vibration wasn’t announcement enough, the pilot tells us we’re experiencing some turbulence. Ali’s eyes open wide, and I offer my hand which she gladly accepts, squeezing hard. The whole body of the plane shakes, and my fingers drain of color as her grip tightens.

      “Oh, god,” she murmurs, squeezing her eyes shut as the plane rumbles on. “Oh, god…” 

      “Relax,” I say gently. “It’s just a little turbulence.” 

      “Just?” She lets out a mirthless, clipped laugh and rocks her head. “It doesn’t feel like that, and I can’t help worry that⁠—” 

      “We aren’t going to crash. I promise. Do you know that in the US about one point seven million people fly every day? That’s like fifty-one million flights a month, and turbulence injures only about five people, and they’re mostly cabin crew trying to close overhead lockers, so your odds on keeping safe are good.”

      “I’m being stupid. I know I am, but I just⁠—”

      The plane shakes and with my free hand I grab the can of soda before it launches itself over my lap. “I’ve got you. Just imagine me as your own private bodyguard.”

      The intercom dings as the plane shudders one last time, and then the pilot speaks up. “Sorry about that, folks. We passed through some rough air back there, but it looks like we’re through the worst of it. We should be calmer from here on.”

      A few moments later, the seatbelt sign turns dark, and the sound of clicking seatbelts fills the cabin. Ali, unsurprisingly, doesn’t follow suit. I doubt she’ll unbuckle her belt until we’ve come to a complete stop. The kindest thing to do is to keep her distracted so I ask her why she’s traveling to Costa Rica, and as the conversation flows, she visibly relaxes.

      It turns out she’s an Animal Behaviorist specializing in small domestic pets, but mainly cats, and people fly her all over the Americas to sort out their feline catastrophes. Being a dog person myself, I can’t help wondering if the fact that these owners appear to have more money than good sense might be the cause of their calamities. Today she’s en route to visit a black Bombay. I’m assuming that’s the breed because she goes on to call him Dwayne—I don’t think she’ll need to dig too far to find the root of his issues.

      She’s not married, never has been, no kids, and her last long-term partner was a female Mexican wrestler. Interesting. It turns out there is much more to Ali than a fear of flying and a penchant for organic carrots, and I accept the business card she gives me, with a suggestion we meet up the next time she’s in Denver. You have to admire a woman that still tries to pull you after you’ve seen her snorting carrots.

      As the captain announces our descent, he tells us it’s a humid eighty-three degrees Fahrenheit in San José, and that we should land at 4:18 p.m. local time, twenty minutes ahead of schedule.

      “Oh, god,” Ali says under her breath and slips her hand into mine. I think I’ve made a new friend.

      I still can’t feel my fingers over an hour later when I reach for my rucksack on the baggage carousel. Sixty minutes with no blood flow will do that to you. I’ve one more piece of luggage to collect, but, as usual, even though they were checked in together they’re never unloaded together.

      As I wait, I glance around the crowd. You can tell a lot about passengers when they leave an aircraft: the speed they depart, the first place they go, the urgency in their movements. Ali made straight for the washrooms, confirming her as a nervous flyer, or someone with a weak bladder, but my digits know better. Then there’s the novelty flyer whose trips are so infrequent they become overzealous, practically sprinting from the plane to baggage claim so they can secure that prime spot one foot away from the little hole where bags are born. And lastly you have the frequent flyers, who are efficient, yet chill. They don’t rush to get off the plane; they stand a little back as bags appear because they know how to pick out their bag from the crowd at a thousand paces. A hundred thousand air miles, or more, gives you that level of zen.

      The woman from seat 25C is a frequent flyer. She was a few feet ahead of me as we made our way through customs, and then she slipped into the crowd of passengers. I just catch a glimpse of her as she leaves, wheeling a small silver case behind her. My own small silver case follows, and I lean between two large football players standing with their arms crossed as though they were doormen at a club. I grab the handle with one hand, swinging it sideways to fit through the small gap between their bodies. They only seem to notice me at the last minute and I flash a quick smile before being on my way.

      I look out for 25C as I make my way out towards the taxi rank and pickup points, but I can’t see any sign of her. Maybe she had someone waiting to collect her. With my rucksack on my shoulders and pulling my case behind me, I use my free hand to swipe my screen and order an Uber.

      I wish I had someone coming to pick me up, I think as I step out of the air-conditioned arrivals hall into the heat of the afternoon. The pilot wasn’t lying when he said it was humid; the wall of moisture instantly sticks my T-shirt to my back, but in a few hours I won’t care about that because I’ll have a hundred distractions to keep me occupied.
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          KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      The routine I’ve fashioned for myself on these trips is both comfortable and comforting. I stay for three days but occasionally, when my schedule allows, I add an extra day. I always book the same hotel, and I’m usually given the same room. Whenever I arrive, I check in, have a cold shower, then head straight to the shelter. Given my day job, this is one of the few parts of my life where I’m able to have a set routine.

      Casa Verde is a tiny guest house I found on my first trip to Costa Rica, and it sits just off a small side road not far from the center of Alajuela. It has the most unassuming doorway, I mean, you’d never know it was a hotel. It might not be the most glamorous or prestigious place in the city, but it has charm. It’s small, only offering a handful of rooms, and it’s so nondescript that if I hadn’t happened to spot the small sign hanging above the door, I would never have known it existed. The green paint echoing its name is peeling and faded, the hot water takes an age to heat, and some of the lights flicker, in a scary movie sort of way, but every time I’m greeted by Julio and Elisabeth, the elderly owners who’ve been running it for years, it feels like I’m home.

      “Hola, Kristi!” Julio calls from behind the front desk. “My heart smiles when I see your face. It is good to have you back.”

      “Julio, you can’t keep me away.” I grin and wait for him to slide the key to my usual room across the desk, but he doesn’t.

      “Kristi, I have a problem that I must share with you. I am so very sorry.” Julio shakes his head, staring at his hand, which holds the key to room five. This isn’t right. I always have room three. “My neighbour’s son, Mateo, has been assisting us, and he has made a very grave error. He has booked in too many people. More people than we have rooms, and tomorrow is football. Saprissa plays our team, Liga. It is a big game”—he raises and widens his hands as if he’s holding a huge inflatable beach ball to emphasise his point—“and everywhere is booked.”

      I stare at him, unsure of what to say. Is he telling me I don’t have a room? I can’t be angry with him because he’s Julio, and nobody can get angry with such a sweet man, but what the hell am I going to do?

      “I can see if there’s a spare bunk at the shelter,” I hear myself say, trying to hide my disappointment. I’m sure Diego would find room for me. Over the years I’ve just become accustomed to spending my days in the hills and then returning to the city at night. I like the order of my time when I’m here.

      “Elisabeth, she says there is another way, but you might not like it.” Julio glances up quickly through a lowered brow and then away again, his apprehension obvious. If he’s this nervous about Elisabeth’s suggestion, then it’s highly unlikely I’m going to appreciate it. “We have you and another guest, also a woman, and room five has two beds.” He falters but I can see where he is going with this and I’m not sure I like it. “She thought you could share?” His eyebrows seem to be the only part of him that holds hope as they lift, creasing his forehead. “Perhaps this could work?”

      Sharing with a stranger? My knee jerk reaction is no! The last time I bunked up with anyone was in Peru on the world’s shortest backpacking trip. After three nights of dealing with Moldavian flatulence, German snoring, and some heavy Canadian masturbation, I returned home to my grandmother declaring I’d find another way to explore the world. And I had.

      But what were my choices? Stay in a shared dorm up at the sanctuary, with no air conditioning, five to a toilet that flushes with the aid of a large bucket of water, and a shower that has one temperature—cold? Or share a comfortable en suite guest room with one other woman, who hopefully isn’t an axe murderer?

      “This other woman, do you know her? Has she said yes to sharing?”

      Julio smiled broadly. “Yes. Yes, she stays here many times—like you. A doctor with children. Very quiet. Very, very quiet.”

      “She has children?” I ask, unable to hide my astonishment at being expected to share not just with this woman, but her family, too. Julio stares at me with a blank expression. He obviously doesn’t think sharing a family room with a strange ménage to be weird. I have a vision of several children on camp beds spread across the room and me picking my way through to reach the bathroom. “You said she’s a doctor, with children. How many children?”

      “I do not know. The hospital can get very busy, but how many children?” Julio lets out a large breath, throwing his hands in the air.

      “Wait, are they her children? Like, is she their mom?” I ask in quick succession as I realize something might be getting lost in translation. “Are you asking me to share a room with a mom and her children?”

      “No. No, that is not what Elisabeth suggests. It is only the doctor. The children she looks after are at the hospital.” He shakes his head, and laughter deepens the creases at the side of his eyes. “Kristi, you are funny, but do you not like children? I can fill your room with them.”

      “Give me puppies over babies any day.” I say, and I mean it. I know how to talk to a puppy, but a baby? Well, that is a whole different thing. “You’re sure there are no other available rooms in the city?”

      “No. No, nowhere else. I called everywhere I knew, and nada.” Julio shrugs, pauses for a beat, and then asks hopefully, “You will stay?”

       I nod.

       “You will stay. Elisabeth will be happy, muy feliz.” Julio hands me the key to room five, as if I’d won the keys to a new car on The Price Is Right. I hadn’t, and that was a shame, because I could have slept in the car. “You go up. Ms. Rios never comes in until late. First, she goes to the hospital, and then she comes here to sleep.”

      I nod again, imagining an older lady with grey hair and glasses who spends most of her time treating patients, returning so tired all she can do is sleep. How bad could this be? Really. Unless she snores, now that would be a bummer.

      “Thanks, Julio.” I take the key from him as a young backpacker comes down the stairs.

      “Tomorrow he is going to the jungle,” Julio says solemnly, nodding towards the man with the unkempt hair.

      “You think he’ll make it back alive?”

      Julio grimaces. “Alive, perhaps. Unhurt? Perhaps not.”

      We share a knowing grin, watching as he disappears down the street towards the cantina. In the years I’ve been coming here, many of the people I’ve come across in the hotel are backpackers who like the cheap price. Most come with the best intentions to explore the country, but they tend to struggle getting past the bar on the corner.

      “American?” I ask.

      “Texan.”

      “Technically, still an American.” I grin. “I’m going to shower and head out.”

      “Good.” Julio sits back down behind his high desk and pushes his thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Say hi to Diego for me.”

      “I will!” I call over my shoulder, smiling to myself as I head up the narrow staircase to my room. Costa Rica is always an adventure.
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      I’m freshly showered, but by the time I get to the shelter that clean feeling is a distant memory. Almost as soon as I step out of the cab I can feel sweat beading on my forehead, and the back of my neck is damp. I’m stickier now than I was when I walked out of the airport.

      The shelter looks pretty much the same as it did the last time I was here, six weeks ago. Actually, it looks pretty much the same as it did when I first arrived here three years ago. It’s nestled up in the hills just outside the city, far enough away that the noise from the traffic is hidden by the trees, but it’s not so far that I have to live out here when I volunteer. I stumbled across this place by chance, courtesy of an older passenger who regaled me with stories of the foundation’s good work. He was leaving his entire fortune to them, and when I looked them up online I realized he wasn’t alone.

      The sign that stretches across the top of the large wooden entrance gates has been repainted. It had become so sun bleached that the letters had blended into the wood, but now it’s a beautiful sky blue, and the name of the shelter is written in a swooping cursive script. El Corazon De Las Colina. The heart of the hills. It’s a fitting name, considering what they do. At any given moment there’s probably around a hundred dogs in here, needing to be fed or cleaned or walked. Some of them are strays that have been wandering the streets, others get brought in by families who don’t have the time or money to keep them. No matter how they end up here, as soon as they appear, they’re showered with love.

      Maybe that’s why I keep coming back. There are plenty of animal shelters in the US, plenty in my city of Denver alone, but I always return here. People think it’s stupid, even the people who work here think I’m crazy, to keep making so many trips. But no one understands what it is about this place that keeps bringing me back, and it isn’t something I can easily explain, other than this feels like home. They’re my family, and the moment I walk through the large gates, I’m grounded.

      I close the gates behind me securely, and in the whoosh of their movement I lose sight of my beaten up, old brown Oboz boots in the storm of red dust. Turning my attention to the old shed, which doubles as the office and shelter HQ, I see a shadow moving around inside, but before I can make it up the gritty path the door bursts open. A familiar head of curly dark hair appears, and I hear my name. “Kristi!”

      It’s Diego, the son of the owner. He’s one of the few paid workers, along with his father and sister. I can’t imagine him ever working anywhere else than here. This is his passion, and a lot of the dogs that don’t end up finding homes in the city wind up at his house. He’s exactly the kind of person every dog shelter needs.

      “Hey, Diego.” I slip in through the door. Luz, his older sister, is behind the reception desk frowning at her computer screen. She gives me a quick wave and a brief hello, but the phone goes off before I have the chance to say anything back.

      Diego and I head through the doors to the left of Luz’s desk, into the main compound which belongs to the dogs. I’m greeted by a chorus of barking, panting, and wet snuffling.

      “We’ve had five new dogs come to us since your last visit. People calling and asking us to take their dog away. My father was angry when one man sent a picture of his dog and an address. When we arrived, the dog was tied to a post, waiting for his owner to come back. It’s sad. Some can’t afford their food, and others—” He shakes his head in exasperation. “You have heard me say this before. It’s not new.”

      An old mutt with fur the color of speckled forgotten chocolate sniffs my hand as I walk past him. Rogelio—Diego’s childhood pet, the first dog his father rescued, and probably the animal responsible for his enthusiasm when it comes to rescues. His muzzle is almost completely white now, his eyes bloodshot, and even though arthritis makes it difficult for him to move, his loyalty means he is never far from Diego’s side.

      “Hey, old man,” I whisper, dropping a kiss to the top of his head. “You miss me?”

      Rogelio licks my hand and sniffs me experimentally. I wonder if he can smell America, or if he can smell a little bit of Julio and Elisabeth.

      “I missed you, too,” I assure him, kissing him on the top of his head again before following Diego further into the large courtyard area. I recognize all the familiar faces, and smile when I see the small scrawny dog (possibly part Chihuahua) that was in the treatment area the last time I was here. He’s now running around, being followed by the big dogs, and barking as if he owns the place. Bribón, a spaniel cum setter mix, runs towards me at full pelt, mouth wide and tongue lolling, his excitement to see me obvious.

      “Bribón, my friend. It’s good to see you, too!” I crouch down to run my hands over his shaggy fur, which, Diego teases, is almost the same color as my own. He jumps, desperate to lick my face and smother me in kisses. He’s my main boy here, the one I’d take home in a heartbeat if I didn’t work such crazy shifts. But I do, so I can’t. Happy to have cleaned my whole face, he rolls over on his back, offering his stomach, knowing I won’t be able to resist.

      “He is your dog, Kristi. You are the only person he is this excited to see. But maybe you play later?” Diego checks his watch. “I need your help now, yes?”

      I give Bribón one last frantic tummy rub, then follow Diego across the dusty ground to the long, low building which houses the treatment area. I swallow, nervous at what I’m about to see. All newbies are brought here when they first arrive: the sick, the underweight, the injured. He stops in front of a sandy dog who’s curled up in his cage. There’s a bandage wrapped tightly around the stump where one of his front paws should be, and he is wearing a huge plastic collar that resembles a light shade.

      I crouch down beside Diego, peering into the cage to look at the dog. “So, who have we got here?”

      “This is Paco,” Diego tells me. “Some kids from the village brought him in. Poor guy was malnourished, carrying fleas and mites in his hair. It was ma—” Diego moves his fingers together in a clamping motion.

      “Matted?” I offer.

      “Yes, matted. We shave it off, and there was a smell, you know, from a cut. It was badly infected and my Papi had to…” Diego makes a scissor motion with his fingers, and I wince. “He’s feeling a little sorry for himself right now.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Paco gazes up at me, his honey-colored eyes full of sorrow. Poor thing. It’s hard enough to get an adult dog adopted, let alone a dog with only three-and-a-bit legs. “How’s he doing?”

      “Better.” Diego reaches a hand in between the bars of Paco’s cage and scratches at the top of his head. “He’s eating, drinking, trying to walk, but he doesn’t understand where his leg went.”

      I know the look in Diego’s eyes. We’ve worked together for long enough for me to tell when he’s itching to sweep a stray into his arms and carry him to the main house where he lives with his father and sister. It’s happened a few times, but his father has put his foot down and said, No more.

      “You want him, don’t you?” I nudge his shoulder gently, but if he notices the teasing tone to my voice, he doesn’t say anything. He’s too wrapped up in poor little Paco.

      “I do,” he coos, scratching Paco under his chin. “But I can’t.” His watch emits a high-pitched tone, some sort of alert which brings his attention back to me.“But this is the help I need you for.”

      We walk towards a large brown cardboard box, and before I can see them, I hear their yelps. A patchwork of brown and white fur with snuffling pink noses is squirming, nuzzling and climbing over each other, making it almost impossible to see where one warm little body ends and the next begins. Except one, who is all one colour, a gingery brown, lying curled in a ball on its own. I let out a squeal of excitement, and just as quickly I frown, asking Diego, “Their mother?”

      “She didn’t make it. We found these five curled into her body but—” He inhales deeply, shaking his head. “Not enough strength. They were lucky we found them.”

      I lower myself to the edge of the box, dropping in my hand to touch the soft fur over loose skin. A volley of excited whimpers escapes from their tiny bodies as they clamber to get closer to my hand. Small, wet mouths nudge against my skin.

      “You can help me.” Diego offers me the small feeding bottle and I grin back at him. “They’re about two weeks old. They are feeding well, but this one”—Diego nods to the tiny bundle of gingery brown fur that lies alone—“it isn’t putting on weight like the others.”

      He knows puppies are my kryptonite, especially orphaned pups like these. I lift the ginger pup that has him worried, placing its belly on the palm of my hand, and take the bottle which Diego handed me, nudging the teat towards its mouth. The tiny body wriggles, a pink nose sniffs, then pup tentatively suckles.

      “You need to eat to get big and strong, girl,” I coo before winking towards Diego, who just shakes his head.

      “I will not accept your wager this time. I can’t afford to keep losing,” he declares.

      I’ve this uncanny knack of being able to guess the sex of a puppy way before it can be visibly confirmed, and so far, I’m fifty for fifty. Fifty pups, fifty correct guesses, although not one of my little triumphs are still here at the shelter. They’ve all found their forever families because people want puppies. Finding families for them is great, but sometimes I wish potential new owners would look into the eyes of the older dogs and see how much love they are desperate to share. 

      “So, how long are you staying this time?” Diego asks, barely turning away from his feeding duties long enough to glance at me.

      “Three nights, and then I’m flying back out on the fourth.”

      “Three whole nights?” He grins. “Do you want to go out? There’s a new bar that opened near your hotel. The music is good.”

      “Sure, why not? What’s this place called?”

      “Caliente.” Diego pulls the empty bottle from the pup’s mouth, using his thumb to wipe the excess formula which has gathered around its whiskers. “It’s a salsa club. You salsa, right?”

      My stomach lurches. I don’t dance. Sure, we usually end up in a club, and I can aimlessly move my body with the aid of a few Guaros, but real dancing with organized steps, that’s so out of my wheelhouse. But it’s a bar, so there’ll be alcohol (I’ll need it) and Diego looks excited, so why not. What’s the worst that could happen?
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      Did you land okay?

      Is it sunny in Costa Rica?

      Missing you already my love.

      I’d gone straight to the hospital when I landed and as usual, was so absorbed in the medical notes I’d brought with me that I hadn’t turned on my phone—until now. Sitting on the edge of the small single bed nearest the window in my hotel room, I stare at my phone as message after message comes through, making my phone vibrate and ping in quick successive blasts. My Grandma, Yaya, of course, has sent the most. Six texts in the last several hours, like she doesn’t understand that I can’t receive calls if I’m 10,000 feet in the sky, or when I’m scrubbed in for theater.

      I’m fine, Yaya, just tired. I’ll probably spend tonight in my room, busy week ahead. Love you. I’ll call you tomorrow. X

      I don’t really feel much like heading out, but I know she’s going to want photos, and stories too. She always does when I fly anywhere south of the US border. All my family do, but she’s the most eager. It doesn’t matter that I spend half my time in an operating room or a clinic, staring at the same instruments that I do in the hospital back home in Denver. She just wants to know all about my ‘adventures.’

      I always try to drag myself out for an hour at some point just to have something to show her. On rare occasions I do leave the hospital at a decent hour, I’ll head out to a local bar with some of the other doctors and nurses to unwind, but most of the time I don’t have the energy to enjoy the scenery. I let out a snort of laughter in the otherwise silent room. It’s pathetic. I spent over five hours traveling here, plus all the time in the airport back in Denver, and I never make time to see one of the most beautiful parts of the world.

      The hotel room has a balcony that’s just big enough to step out onto and appreciate the scenery, and from my room I can see across the city, up towards the green hills that seem to go on for an eternity.

      It’s nice to get away from Denver. Even though I know I’m only here for a couple of days, and I’ll spend most of my time working, I appreciate the change. Alajuela is a city too, of course, and it has the same hustle. But from where I’m standing on the balcony, it’s a world away from Denver. Denver is cramped and busy. Even in the middle of the night I can hear cars passing by my window, or people jostling each other on the street when they pile out of the bars. Of course, it doesn’t help that I live close to the hospital. The blaring sirens of ambulances as they pull into the emergency bay has become a familiar background to my daily life. In fact, it’s not until I’m somewhere like this that I realize just how loud it is where I live.
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