



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: A Dog for Christmas]




  





  To the people all over the world who have




  opened their hearts and their homes




  to orphaned animals




  





  CONTENTS




  ONE




  TWO




  THREE




  FOUR




  FIVE




  SIX




  SEVEN




  EIGHT




  NINE




  TEN




  ELEVEN




  TWELVE




  THIRTEEN




  FOURTEEN




  FIFTEEN




  SIXTEEN




  SEVENTEEN




  EIGHTEEN




  NINETEEN




  TWENTY




  TWENTY-ONE




  





  

    [image: ornament]

  




  ONE




  The phone rang.




  Josh looked over at it, not sure if he’d heard correctly. A muscular contraction twitched its way up his spine, something like a false start toward answering it. The leather chair he was

  sitting in made a whispering noise as he shifted. He unconsciously lowered his book, as if that would help him see who was calling, somehow.




  The date was October first. Nobody’s birthday, no holiday—no reason for anyone to be calling.




  It rang again.




  His eyes drifted over to Amanda’s picture on the table next to him, and that’s why he stood up. In all probability it was a wrong number or, worse, a solicitation to buy something or

  insure something or do something. But remembering what it was like to hear her voice on the line irresistibly compelled him to cross the room and reach for the phone before it rolled to voice

  mail—though he knew, of course, that it could not be Amanda.




  He didn’t recognize the number in his caller ID. “Hello?”




  “Michael! Dude, you don’t answer your cell phone? I left you like five messages.”




  Josh was frowning, trying to place the voice squawking in his ear.




  “I need your help, buddy. I have a major situation,” the caller continued.




  “Sorry, who is this?”




  “It’s Ryan. Your neighbor? Come on, Michael, you remember me.”




  “My name’s not Michael,” was all Josh could think to say. Ryan? Who the heck was Ryan? “It’s Josh Michaels.”




  “Right, well, that just proves how stressed I am. Josh. Remember me? Brews at the Little Bear?”




  The Little Bear was an old-west-style saloon that had been in the mountain town of Evergreen virtually since there had been an Evergreen. The place was always crowded—Josh sometimes went

  there because being packed in with so many people gave him the illusion that he was popular.




  Brews at the Little Bear. Oh. Right. Josh briefly closed his eyes. Yes. Ryan. A shared conversation built on the misconception that their circumstances were similar.

  You’re lucky, Ryan had said. I got thrown out, had to find my own place even though I was unemployed and completely broke. Your deal, I know it sounds harsh, but in the end

  you’ve got a place to live.




  Lucky? That he’d lost Amanda?




  Not lucky. Amanda was gone but still here, her scent still imagined on the air, her presence just outside the periphery of Josh’s vision, the bed heavy in the dark with a sleeping form

  that was really only shadow and memory. It took a special kind of stupid to call that lucky.




  And Ryan, Josh now recalled, was precisely that stupid. The man had listened to Josh’s tale of loss with the impatient expression of a debater waiting for his time at the microphone,

  plunging into a rant the moment Josh finished speaking. Ryan hated his old girlfriend. Hunched over a beer and making gathering motions as if enlisting Josh as an accomplice, Ryan spoke in hot,

  resentful terms about his breakup, all but suggesting he was due some sort of justice and, if not that, revenge. What was her name? Well, that didn’t matter. Josh just remembered feeling more

  and more distant from Ryan, watching him from across the table, then as if from across the room, and then as if from far, far away.




  Had he really given this person his phone number?




  “You said to call if I needed any help with anything,” Ryan reminded Josh, answering the unspoken question.




  “Right, you said you tried to light a fire in your wood-stove and the house filled with smoke.” The last thing anyone would want up here at 8,500 feet, living among lodgepole pines

  desiccated by Japanese beetles, was for some idiot to burn his cabin down. As Josh recalled, his offer of assistance had been limited to ensuring Ryan didn’t set fire to the entire

  mountainside.




  “Well, this is like that times a thousand. My brother—you’re not going to believe this—got arrested. In France.” Ryan proclaimed this last word with a

  triumphant emphasis.




  Josh waited a moment so that Ryan could explain what this had to do with him. “So . . . ,” he finally prodded.




  “So I need your help, bro. I’ve got Serena’s dog here. Someone needs to watch it.”




  That was the ex-girlfriend’s name. Serena. “Well, no, I can’t,” Josh replied.




  “Dude, I have got to go to Europe! They won’t let you take dogs there and anyway it’s not even my dog and I have to leave right away on a flight in like four hours. Okay? Can

  you hear how I’m really stressed here? Loose and I are coming over, I’ll explain it then.”




  “Loose?”




  “Its name’s Loose, what can I tell you.”




  Josh took in a deep breath, but the firm and unequivocal statement he intended to deliver was snuffed out by the dead tone that blanketed the line once Ryan clicked off.




  Josh went to his window, a floor-to-ceiling expanse of paned glass next to the front door from which he could see his front deck and the yard and driveway beyond. The air was dry and clear this

  October afternoon, sun streaming down through the trees as if poured from a bucket. Amanda loved to hike on a day like this, a Saturday. They’d find a mountain trail and she’d be

  tireless, always ready to keep going. Ironically, she’d always wanted a dog, but Josh, picturing all the extra work that would go into taking care of a pet, said no. He saw himself as too

  busy for a dog.




  If they’d gotten one, though, then Josh would have had a friend to help him mourn her. Wasn’t that the thing about dogs, that they stood by you no matter what? That was Josh’s

  impression, anyway.




  Though their homes on the sparsely populated hillside were less than a hundred yards apart, Ryan drove over. He was apparently one of those people who kept his vehicle in full-time four-wheel

  drive because he lived in the mountains and thought that’s what you needed to do. Josh watched all four of the oversized tires bite the dirt as the SUV bounded up the switchback. It came to a

  grinding halt, rocking, and Ryan stepped out of the vehicle.




  He was dressed the way Josh would be for air travel, wearing khaki pants, a sweater, and a light jacket. He gave a slight wave at Josh through the window, and Josh crossed to his front door,

  deciding to prevent Ryan and his dog Loose from their intended trespass. He stepped out on the deck, his boots ringing on the boards.




  “Hey, Josh,” Ryan called as if they were the best of buddies.




  Immediately after losing Amanda, Josh had let his hair and beard grow, just like Ryan’s—the whiskers not bushy, exactly, but sculpted into a permanent ten-days’ growth, the

  hair brushing his collar. Then during a teleconference Josh noticed his clients eyeing him and realized that he was pushing people toward a conclusion they were already willing to embrace, that he

  was some sort of lone nut living in a cabin on a mountain, coding applications in the day and then at night, what, running with the wolves? Building bombs out of wood pieces? Josh went back to the

  clean-shaven look, his dark hair short, and now Ryan’s wooly appearance, stringy blond hair down past his ears, reinforced the wisdom of Josh’s decision. Ryan looked as if he’d

  joined a cult that was against grooming.




  “I appreciate this big time, buddy,” Ryan said gratefully.




  “I can’t do it, Ryan. I’ve never even had a dog before. I don’t know the first thing about taking care of them.”




  Ryan raised his hands to his head and winced as if he were having a migraine. “Can I just explain? This is serious. Do you even know what the laws are like in Europe? It’s like,

  Canada times a thousand. I have to hire a lawyer who speaks like both French and English, how am I going to do that? My brother’s arrested and it’s just totally messed up.”




  Josh sifted through all of this carefully, looking for the part that explained why he should provide care for Ryan’s ex-girlfriend’s dog. He couldn’t find it.

  “Can’t she just take him back?”




  A canine face, brown and black, rose up in the back of the SUV, looking out the window at the two men. A pink tongue peeped into view.




  “Who, Serena? She’s traveling. And anyway she dumped the dog like she did me, that’s who she is, man, I told you. Look, just . . . it’s just for a few days. I’ll

  call you as soon as I’m settled in France, and I’ll make arrangements from there to have someone pick him up, okay? But I have to go now.”




  Josh steeled himself. “Look, this isn’t my problem, Ryan. I’m sorry about your brother. But I can’t take a dog. It’s impossible.”




  “Well, then, what am I going to do?” Ryan asked, lifting arms out to his sides and then dropping them flat on his hips. “There’s supposed to be a storm coming. I just let

  the dog go and it’ll freeze. There. The dog dies.”




  “You’re being ridiculous.”




  “I’m leaving for Europe!” Ryan shouted in frustration. “Are you going to help me out here, or not?”




  No. That’s what Josh was going to say. No, I will not help you out. Get off my property. But he glanced involuntarily at the dog before he spoke, and what he saw in those

  eyes made him hesitate. Suddenly, he took everything in from Loose’s perspective. Its owner gone, something that defied canine explanation. Living with Ryan, a man who felt that a flight to

  France, a place in Europe, preempted all other concerns, human and otherwise. Ryan probably would just abandon the poor animal, just as he was threatening. Loose would be bewildered and alone. The

  dog probably would die.




  “I . . . ,” Josh faltered helplessly.




  Ryan saw something in Josh’s expression and seized it.




  “Thanks, man, I owe you.” Ryan walked around to the back of his SUV. “I promise as soon as I get things figured out, I’ll call you. This is for like two or three days,

  max. I have the food right here.”




  Ryan lifted the gate and, with a moment’s hesitation, a large dog, marked like a shepherd but with something else mixed in, leaped heavily to the ground. It shook, raised its head to Ryan

  for a touch that wasn’t forthcoming, and then trotted up to Josh, its head lowered and its tail beating the ground submissively.




  Josh’s mouth was open in shock at the sight of the big dog. He put his hand down and was nuzzled with a wet nose, but his surprise choked off anything he might say.




  “And here’s a bowl, too,” Ryan announced, lugging a brightly colored bag of food up onto the deck and setting down a metal bowl that clanged when it struck the wood.




  “You said this was a male,” Josh objected. “Named Loose.”




  “Yeah.” Ryan squinted at him while Josh ran his index finger along the name embroidered on the dog’s collar.




  “This says Lucy. Not Loose. Lucy.”




  Ryan shrugged. “Serena always called him Loose, what do I know?”




  “Not him, Ryan. It’s not him. It’s her. Lucy. The female dog,” Josh corrected sharply.




  “Fine.” Ryan spread his hands in a what’s the difference gesture.




  “Not fine. It’s not just that she’s female. She’s obviously pregnant, can’t you see? Lucy is a pregnant female dog.”
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  TWO




  Are you sure?” Ryan asked after a moment. His eyes slid away guiltily.




  Josh glanced down at the dog, who sat, her ears erect and her brown eyes clear. “Am I sure? Look at her! Look at her teats. Did you think she was just fat?”




  “Okay, well, but in my defense I knew that if I told you Loose was pregnant you wouldn’t take her. And you said yourself you’re not some kind of dog expert,” Ryan

  reasoned.




  “That’s your defense?” Josh sputtered.




  Ryan turned around and started walking away. The dog watched him uncertainly, coming to her feet but not moving from Josh’s side.




  “Where are you going?”




  “I don’t have time!” Ryan snapped, shutting his tailgate with a bang. “I have to go.”




  “Yes, I know, you have to go to France. I’m sorry about your brother. But you’re going to have to make some other arrangements. I can’t have a pregnant dog.”




  “Well, but first you said you couldn’t have a dog at all, and you changed your mind on that.”




  Josh watched in disbelief as Ryan opened his car door. “Wait, what are you doing?” Josh demanded. “We’re not done. You can’t just leave. Hey!”




  When Ryan shut his door, Josh realized that just leaving was exactly what Ryan intended. Josh strode briskly across his yard, prepared to knock on the driver’s side window and, if

  necessary, fling open the door. He could see himself doing it, maybe even grabbing Ryan and pulling the man to the ground. You don’t up and drive away in the middle of a conversation,

  especially when the conversation is you can’t leave your dog here.




  The dog followed on Josh’s heels, yawning anxiously. Ryan started the vehicle and, astoundingly engaged his transmission, his four chunky tires spitting dirt back at Josh, who dashed after

  it. “Stop! You can’t do this!” he shouted.




  Naturally the SUV pulled away, and Josh, defeated, slowed and then stopped. “Just great,” he muttered as the vehicle slid around the switchback and dropped down the hill out of

  sight. His own keys were on the kitchen table—he could dash in, grab the dog, and take off in hot pursuit. But then what? With that kind of head start, Josh stood little chance of even seeing

  Ryan on the road, so he’d have to drive all the way out to the airport. Denver International Airport was huge and Josh had no idea which airline Ryan was taking. And would the authorities

  really prevent the man from flying to France on the basis of an abandoned dog?




  Josh warily regarded Lucy, who had stopped following when Josh elected to chase after the vehicle—maybe she’d tried it a few times before on other cars and had come to conclude there

  was no profit in it. She was sitting at the top of the driveway, watching him, perhaps waiting for an explanation. Probably sitting was her main activity, now—her belly was hugely swollen

  with the pups inside her, the teats pronounced, her body heavy. She looked nine-months’ pregnant—or however many months it took a dog. She watched him alertly as he crunched back up the

  driveway.




  “So here’s what we’re going to do,” Josh decided. The dog raised her ears a little at this, apparently glad there was aplan. “We’ll call somebody. The vet, I

  mean. Okay? There’s no way I can take care of you; I don’t know the first thing about delivering puppies.”




  Lucy regarded him with her warm dark eyes. The trust in them was almost unbearable to behold, given that Josh had just told her he was essentially going to dump her off on someone else. That

  seemed to have been happening to Lucy a lot lately. Where was the ex-girlfriend, anyway? What sort of person leaves a pregnant dog with someone like Ryan?




  Josh sighed and looked around his property. When Josh’s father first built the house, the skinny lodgepole pines blanketing the hillside had been beaten back about two dozen yards,

  Josh’s mother optimistically planting city grass and flowers. Over time, though, the foreign foliage had gasped and died in the thin, dry air, and now coarse, native ground cover, brown

  except in June, lay matted at his feet. A stand of aspen trees had steadily advanced out of the woods like eighteenth-century soldiers, and they always went to color early: already some of the

  leaves were full gold, sunlight bouncing off them in flaring explosions of yellow. Painted against the dark evergreens, it was almost too bright to look at. It made him restless, all this beautiful

  scenery, as if he’d been wasting his day buried in a book when he should have been out on the trails, drinking in the afternoon. But he wouldn’t be going anywhere, now—Lucy

  didn’t look in any shape to be taking a hike.




  “Are you okay?” Josh tentatively patted her head and she thumped her tail, her eyes closing a little. That was pretty much the sum total of his knowledge of dog behavior, right

  there—you petted them and they wagged their tails. “Do you need to lie down? Are you hungry? Let’s go inside. You’re housebroken, right? Does being pregnant affect

  that?”




  This was insane. He couldn’t take care of a dog.




  When he walked in his front door, Lucy hesitated on the threshold until he slapped his thigh, and then she entered cautiously, nose down.




  It was a hardwood floor—he couldn’t ask a pregnant animal to lie down on that. He dashed into his bedroom and, after only a moment’s hesitation, grabbed what he had always

  thought of as Amanda’s pillow. “Here,” he offered, setting it down on a rug. Lucy sniffed it. “Want a blanket?” In the closet there was a quilt. Josh pulled this down

  and sort of fluffed it under the pillow. “There.”




  Lucy regarded him blankly. “Oh! Let me move it into the sunshine for you,” Josh exclaimed. He rearranged the bed in a square of sun cast from the front window. This time, when he

  patted it, Lucy waddled over to him and lay down on the soft assembly with a groan.




  “Wow, you’re really big. I mean, not fat. Well, you’re a little fat. But mostly pregnant—you’re really, really pregnant. I guess you know that.”




  Lucy gave him a disdainful glance and Josh realized he was babbling a little, and that he was pretty close to a flat-out panic. It wasn’t even two in the afternoon—less than half an

  hour ago he’d been curled up with a novel and now he had this poor pregnant dog to take care of and all he could think to do was insult her about her weight. What was he going to do?




  “Could I speak to the vet?” Josh asked when the receptionist answered his call. “I just had a neighbor drop off his dog and leave for France, and the dog is pretty pregnant,

  and I need to make sure I’m doing the right thing and everything. Also, you know, to bring her in so she can have her puppies.”




  “You want to bring her in? Is she in labor now?” the woman on the other side of the phone asked.




  “I don’t know. I mean, how would I know, do they . . . what do they do? Do they bark?”




  She laughed. “No, not normally. Is she pacing, panting, crying, or vomiting?”




  “No.” But I nearly am.




  “Any discharge of fluids?”




  “I don’t see any.” Yuck.




  She asked him to hold and after several minutes a man picked up the phone and introduced himself as Dr. Becker. Josh told him the story and explained what he needed.




  “Actually, dog birth usually happens in the home. You’d pretty much only need to bring her in if there were complications ,” Dr. Becker informed him.




  “Sure, yeah, but I don’t, I mean, I’ve never even had a dog before. My dad was allergic to them growing up.”




  “Are you allergic?”




  “No.” Josh felt defensive. “It’s just that when you’ve never had a dog, you don’t think to get one.”




  “Do you think you could take Lucy’s temperature?”




  “I don’t know. I mean, how? Won’t she just bite it?”




  Dr. Becker laughed. “Well, no, you need to be thinking of this from the other end,” he explained, saying Josh could use a little margarine to lubricate the thermometer. Josh

  swallowed and Lucy raised her head to look at him as if reading his mind. What kind of way was that to introduce yourself to a dog? Hey, you’re fat. Turn around, I’ve got

  something for you.




  “I’ll have to buy a thermometer,” Josh speculated. “I don’t have one in the house.”




  “That’s fine. If the temperature drops below a hundred degrees, she should deliver within twenty-four hours.”




  Deliver. Josh shook his head. “I think maybe I should just bring her in, Dr. Becker. I’m sorry, but I just don’t think I’m going to be any good at this.”




  “Let’s see. We’re closing up soon, and we’re not open Sundays. Why don’t you bring her in Monday morning for an examination?”




  “Uh, sure. I have a teleconference in the morning, but I could be there by noon.”




  “That’s fine. But Josh?”




  “Yeah?”




  “I want you to understand that we won’t be boarding your dog unless there are medical complications requiring it. We clear?”




  “But . . .”




  “I’ll examine Lucy and we can talk more about the birthing experience, but you need to take responsibility for your dog.”




  “Okay,” Josh acquiesced weakly. After he hung up, he turned away from the phone. “But it’s not my dog,” he said aloud.




  Lucy watched him as he carried the sack of dog food into the kitchen. He poured some of it into the metal bowl and she eased to her feet and padded over to it, putting her nose into her dinner.

  Josh watched as she picked out a mouthful of the little unappetizing pellets, dropped them on the floor, and then ate them one by one from there.




  “Is that good, Lucy? Good dinner? Good dog dinner?” He doubted it—when he sniffed the open bag he didn’t smell anything suggestive of food.




  She ate a little, then drank some water he set out for her, and then sat and looked at him.




  “What? Do you need something? Are you okay? You’re not having contractions, are you?” Josh crouched down and peered into her eyes. “You’re going to be

  fine.”




  Josh picked up Ryan’s phone number off his caller ID and dialed. It rolled straight to voice mail. “Hello, Ryan, this is Josh, here. You’re probably still in the air. When you

  land, please call me, okay? I’ve talked to the vet, and I’m taking Lucy there Monday. I’ll obviously expect that you’ll pay me back for the appointment. And let me know,

  please, when you’ve made permanent arrangements as we agreed. Okay, then. Have a safe flight.”




  Josh was wincing as he hung up. Have a safe flight? Look here he should have said, you take care of this situation or I’ll beat the crap out of you.




  Josh had never beaten the crap out of anybody, but there was no way Ryan would know that.




  Monday afternoon seemed a long way off from the perspective of this Saturday afternoon. What was he going to do until then?




  Even though Lucy was probably days, or even weeks, from delivering, Josh decided to move her bedding into his bedroom so he could monitor her condition during the night. He waited until she was

  up off the pillow and sniffing around in the kitchen so it wouldn’t inconvenience her. “You’ll be fine,” he kept repeating, hoping that was true. She looked so sad.

  Was she scared? Homesick? Josh would be feeling both. “Poor dog,” he soothed. “I’m sorry, Lucy.”




  That night, whenever she moved he was instantly awake, rolling over to look at her. “You okay?”




  Lucy got tired of wagging her tail each time he asked this and soon would just sigh in reply.




  Sunday, Lucy didn’t really do much—she mostly just lay on her pillow in the living room. Josh thawed some ground bison in the microwave and gave it to her so she wouldn’t have

  a diet of nothing but the cheap pellets. He found a tennis ball and put it next to her, but she didn’t seem to want to play with it. He moved her water bowl next to her and covered her with a

  small blanket. He rubbed her back, recalling that he’d heard somewhere that this was something that women liked when they were pregnant.




  He felt desperately inadequate. What else should he do? His Internet search turned up frustratingly little about how to make a pregnant dog feel better after she’s been dumped off by

  someone headed to France. It had more to say about making pregnant women feel better, but it didn’t seem transferable. Like, foot rubs? Can you do a foot rub on a dog’s paw?




  He hated leaving her alone late Sunday afternoon, but he couldn’t see the sense in taking her to the grocery store with him. Lucy was watching him from the big window as he drove off in

  his pickup truck, and the wounded expression he imagined he saw nearly broke his heart. I am not abandoning you. I am not Ryan. I am not Serena. In town he bought a thermometer and some

  high-quality dog food and a rawhide bone and a pull toy with a squeaker in it. He also bought a Frisbee and chicken strips and a rope dog toy and a monkey dog toy and a tiger dog toy.




  Lucy was there to greet him, wagging, when he opened the door, his packages crinkling. He sat on the floor with her and presented her with each toy in turn, and she wagged while sniffing each

  one and gave the rawhide bone a bit of a chewing, but Josh felt pretty sure she was just humoring him. Mostly she seemed to want to just concentrate on being pregnant.




  He was already in bed when he remembered the thermometer, still in the package on the kitchen counter. “We’ll do it in the morning,” he told Lucy. “I don’t think

  you’ll mind waiting.” Josh sure wouldn’t, anyway.




  Her bed was where he’d placed it the night before. At around four in the morning, Josh woke up with a frown, wondering what had disturbed his sleep. He rolled over on an elbow to check on

  the dog.




  His eyes widened. Lucy was not in her bed. She was gone.
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  THREE




  Lucy?” Josh sat up, cocking his head. The floor was cool beneath his feet as he padded into the living room. Moonlight washed in through the

  windows, painting the colors out of the house with its stark white. Lucy was in the kitchen, standing in front of the oven, panting and trembling a little. “Hey, girl,” Josh whispered,

  alarmed. “You okay?”




  Lucy licked her lips. She brushed past him, went into the living room, circled around on the rug, and lay down. A second later she was up again, pacing in front of the door.




  “Do you need to go out?” Josh asked. He went to the door and pulled it open and Lucy dashed out into the yard. She stopped, squatting, and forcefully ejected a wet pile that was

  black in the moonlight.




  “I guess the ground buffalo was a bad idea, huh?” Josh observed, relieved that’s all it was. “Probably not so smart to change your diet all at once, either. Did it make

  you sick to your stomach, Lucy?”




  She seemed a lot better when she came back to the house. “Okay, good dog. I’m sorry about that.”




  Lucy settled down on her bed next to his and eased back into sleep, but when the alarm woke him up at 7:30 A.M. she wasn’t there. Josh found her in the back

  bedroom, of all places, lying in the small space between the bed and the wall. “What are you doing, Lucy?” he asked. She wagged and followed him into the kitchen, but when he set out a

  mix of her cardboard pellets and the good stuff, called Nature’s Variety, she didn’t do anything more than sniff at it and then gaze at him with a mournful expression.




  “Tummy still upset? I’m so, so sorry,” Josh apologized. Less than forty-eight hours with a dog and he’d almost poisoned it with raw buffalo. “You go to the vet

  after my meeting, Lucy. They know how to take care of you there. I don’t. Trust me, your life’s going to be a lot easier.” He avoided her gaze as he said this, though, feeling

  guilty about it. It was true, though, right? Even if being taken to yet another place to stay might be disorienting, it would all be for the best once she went into labor.




  His own breakfast was a microwave muffin and a cup of coffee. Josh showered and dove into his e-mail and then tinkered with the chart he planned to upload during his client conference,

  distracted and not paying attention to Lucy, who went back to her bed, or back down the hallway where the bedrooms were, anyway. It wasn’t until he was pouring himself another cup of coffee

  that Josh glanced at the thermometer and remembered, with a guilty start, that he had an unpleasant obligation to take care of. “Oh, Lucy,” he muttered to himself.




  The news just keeps getting worse.




  He let the dog out in case she needed to make another deposit in the yard, thinking that he didn’t want to be standing behind her with a thermometer when that happened. Lucy just

  trotted out into the yard and stood looking at him, so he waved at her and she came back in, giving him a what was the point of that? look.




  Josh caught sight of his face in a mirror as he was lubricating the thermometer with margarine. His eyes were slits, his mouth hanging open in slack horror. He forced himself to look normal.

  “Here we go, Lucy,” he grated. “We got to do this.”




  Taking her temperature was every bit as enjoyable as he thought it would be. What he saw, though, made his blood freeze.




  Ninety-seven and a half. Her temperature was ninety-seven degrees! And below a hundred meant that within twenty-four hours . . .




  Oh, come on. This could not be happening. Wasn’t it just Saturday that his life was completely normal, or at least as normal as it had been since losing Amanda? Now he was going to

  have puppies!




  “Ryan,” Josh sternly lectured his neighbor’s voice mail, his heart pounding, “you need to call me back. Lucy’s temperature is below a hundred, which means

  she’s going to be in labor before we know it. I need you to get on this right now. I’ll remind you that animal abandonment is a crime.” Probably not extraditable from France,

  though. “I’ll take her to the vet, but whoever it is who is going to take care of the dog needs to get involved quickly, and needs to be ready for puppies by sometime tomorrow. Got

  that? Call me!”




  Lucy went back to the bedroom, probably vowing never to speak to him again after the whole thermometer incident. His conference call was coming up; he had to get ready. He put on a clean shirt

  and conscientiously logged into the conference before anyone else. He adjusted his camera, cleared his throat, and then one by one people popped into the virtual room on the screen.




  The project manager was Gordon Blascoe. He was a bald man with glasses who was known for terse e-mails that everyone called Blascoe’s Blurts.




  “I’m seeing that the project timeline has gotten extended into the second quarter again,” Blascoe complained, launching right into discussion without greeting or preamble.

  “Since the deadline is February fifteenth I don’t get how this happened.”




  “It’s the new tasks,” someone chimed in. “Because, you know, adding dependencies—things that have to be done before the tasks themselves can be considered

  done—extends the timeline.”




  Blascoe never seemed to understand how his project management software worked, how adding tasks automatically rippled through the project, pushing everything out. They had conversations like

  this one about once every two weeks. Josh wore an alert expression like a mask while everyone patiently re-explained to Blascoe how the tool functioned, delicately avoiding pointing out that it was

  all Blascoe’s fault.




  Lucy came back into the room and paced around underneath Josh’s desk, bumping into him with soft impacts. He steeled himself so he wouldn’t glance at her—Josh had noticed that

  the distracted team members who were always shifting around and looking away and sipping coffee during their meetings didn’t have their contracts renewed. Blascoe liked everyone staring

  straight ahead like news anchors.




  Lucy whined.




  This time Josh did look down. She was panting a little, drooling, even, and staring up at him with a beseeching expression.




  Oh, surely, surely it wasn’t happening now. The meeting would last about an hour and a half. Surely she could wait that long. He reached his hand down and she licked it. Her

  tongue felt dry and rough.




  “Let’s move on,” Blascoe snapped, which was what he always said when he understood he’d screwed up. “Josh?”




  Lucy stood up from under the desk and walked over by the front door. Josh took a deep breath, nodding. “Okay, we got the first results back from user tests on the front end,” he

  stated neutrally. “We came in lower than expected in usability.” Actually, they hated the design, because of the stuff you put in there, Blascoe. “I think I can explain

  why, though.”
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