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            CHAPTER 1 - DANI

          

        

      

    

    
      I snuggled down into the lavender-scented flannel sheets on my bed as a chill tap danced up my spine. Brrr.

      That’s what you get when you live over a garage--complete with big yellow water stains in the ceiling that looked like some giant creature had piddled.

      I groaned, and with a shiver, forced open a bleary eye to take a look at my bedside table to see what number my electric blanket was on. I reached out to find the controller and managed to knock my cell phone onto the floor with a clunk.

      “Grrr,” I muttered, still groggy from sleep, and swiped the floor next to my bed to retrieve it.

      I got lucky and picked up my camo phone case and plopped it back on the bedside table among a bunch of crumpled tissues, thanks to my year-round allergies.

      I yawned, rubbing at my eyes and wished for some toothpicks or something, to hold them open.

      I shook my head to try and clear things, and finally managed to focus on the orange dot of the electric blanket controller on the bedside table next to the banker's lamp.

      Yep. Cranked all the way up. Just another day in paradise. Mom always sends me pictures of giant saguaro cactuses (cacti?) and palm trees against light blue southwest skies, and I send her pictures of my electric blanket dial cranked up on high.

      She gets it, because she and Dad lived here in Hazelnut many years before they finally ditched Oregon’s rain and moved to Tucson, Arizona last year.

      I let out a loud cranky sigh. Which is why they aren’t going to be here for Christmas. The thing is, I’ve been so busy with my housecall pet grooming business that I barely have time to catch my breath, much less celebrating, but at least I have my sister--even though she’s a big pain in the patootie--to hang with so this year’s holiday won’t be a total bummer.

      I collapsed back down on my pillow,   squeezed my eyes closed again,  and gathered the baby blue plaid sheets, the super soft ones, around my shoulders.

      My right hand started throbbing and aching again, and I tried to gingerly flex my fingers. I’m too young for arthritis, although as a dog groomer by trade, I certainly can’t rule it out. Can’t rule our carpal tunnel either, I suppose.

      My problem is I need to learn to say no. As in No. Nope. And No Freakin’ Way.

      The Christmas season really stresses out pet owners. Like the frantic call I got from Shotzie’s mom. Said he was playing in the backyard with their granddaughter and with what they thought was a black and white cat. Next thing they know Shotzie stinks like Fifi La Fume.

      I should’ve said No. I had zero time in my already overbusy schedule to take on a skunked dog.

      And then when Riley’s mom (who missed her last appointment, by the way) said the Havanese went out in the rain--and now suddenly she’s all matted--but they don’t want her shaved naked for Christmas because family members make fun of her and she hides behind the sofa.

      Yep, should’ve said Nope.

      And then, worst of all,  Sailor’s mom tried to talk me into dyeing his coat black because his fur has been looking more charcoal these days. She proceeded to tell me she and her husband want a black schnauzer--definitely not a gray one. My explanation that as a dog ages, sometimes their fur may change color, fell on deaf ears. Good grief, does she think I carry around a bottle of Clairol for Dogs in my house-call grooming tote?

      At least I said No Way to that one.

      And what the freak is wrong with people?

      Thank goodness it’s Sunday and I can sleep in--and rest my weary bones at least one day a week during this crazy busy holiday.

      I’m not even gonna check for messages until later because I know customers are blowing up my phone. Most likely people who couldn’t get in with their regular groomer at The Snooty Poodle downtown because they probably didn’t plan well, so now they hope to secure my services.

      That's why I put it on “Do Not Disturb” when I collapsed into my bed last night, dog-tired (pun intended), still smelling like herbal flea shampoo with a whiff of skunk, not to mention feeling a little bit bummed out, since Sam and I broke up only a month and a half ago.

      Okay, true confession: I’m not all that bummed about Sam. I mean, we had our moments, but, deep down, I knew he and I weren’t ever going to turn into something long term. We’d been dating a few years and so, okay, he did make me laugh sometimes, but he also made me cry a lot too.

      He was a pretty good kisser though.

      Which, apparently, Sam’s cute coworker, Tiffany, at the real estate company thought so too. We were at the company Halloween party and Sam had gone off to get us some punch, and then it seemed like it was taking too long, so I went in search of him.

      And I found him. Or I should say him and HER. And I didn’t believe it at first. I thought it was some other guy dressed as Jack Sparrow but, no, there in a dark corner of the living room, standing next to the life-size cardboard cutout of a vampire, was my unfaithful boyfriend eagerly smooching a pretty co-worker. She was, naturally, dressed up as a French maid.

      I confronted him later, and he claimed he’d had too much spiked punch and it was no big deal. He also swore she kissed him first.

      So I informed him that there wasn’t enough spiked punch in the world to make me want to stay in a relationship with him and his cheating lips. So we left the party, arguing, and when I dropped him off in the parking lot at his apartment complex and growled a sarcastic goodbye, he just stood there, like some clueless wonder, and asked, “Is this GOODBYE goodbye? You can’t be serious. C’mon, Dani, it was just one harmless kiss.”

      The black felt pirate hat from his costume was still sitting on the seat so I grabbed and tossed it at him. It bounced off his chest.

      “Kiss this, Sam,” I shouted, “and who names their kid, Tiffany, anyway? Sounds like a name for a freakin’ Pomeranian.”

      I leaned over, slammed the passenger door shut, and then ground the Honda into gear, and gunned it.

      I felt that familiar ache in my chest, as I pulled the covers over my head, and tried to push those icky thoughts of Sam aside.

      Yes, my heart was broken, but that was because of losing Bunny, my terrier mix, last summer and had nothing to do with Sam. I figured he and I were destined to flame out eventually anyway. It’s most likely the reason we never moved in together after a few years of dating, and why I’m still here living with my sister and her family. They don’t charge me much rent so I keep hoping someday I’ll manage to save enough to buy my own home with a garage I can convert to a home grooming salon.

      That thought caused another pin prick of pain in my heart, because, the truth is, even though I’ll deny it, I’ve always wanted to have my own home--and even kids--someday.

      I guess I’m jealous of my sister and that sucks. I let out another loud sigh and cuddled down in the blankets.

      A few moments later I felt myself dozing off when suddenly a big wet sloppy tongue slurped against my ear.

      What the heck?

      I shot straight up in bed, and my eyes flew open.

      I had to put my arms out to block Hershey, my sister’s always amorous chocolate lab, as he jumped on me and tried to wet willie my left ear.

      “Oof!” I said, as his barrel chest slammed against my stomach, nearly knocking the wind out of me.

      “Oh, sorry!” my sister said, in her not sorry voice, as she burst into the room and tried half-heartedly to pull the dog by his collar.

      “It’s my one day off, Kelly!” I said, still trying to hold him off and dodge his wet kisses. “Hershey, stop!”

      “I said sorry,” she shot back, her long dark brown hair all wild and curly, like she’d stuck her fingers into an electrical outlet. She gets like that when she’s spent the morning chasing the twins around.  “I can’t help it. He sneaks up here every chance he gets.”

      “I know,” I said. Ever since I moved into the former storage area above the garage, Hershey has always found his way across the garage cement floor and up the stairs to hang out with me. Sometimes he smells a little like motor oil and WD-40--usually after my brother-in-law, Sean, has been tinkering with his motorcycle.

      “You know what I think?” Kelly said, and plopped down on my bed uninvited. She pushed her tousled bangs out of her eyes. “I think sometimes he needs to get away from the twins--so he legs it up here. He'll suddenly disappear and I find him up here sacked out on your bed.”

      “Wanting to get a break from the twins? Sounds like someone else I know,” I teased her. Hershey took a break from trying to smooch me to lick his paws. I reached out and stroked the top of his big ole head. Since Bunny, I’ve been dogless for the first time in my life, so Hershey gives me my daily dog fix (not to mention all the canine customers I groom, of course).

      “Hey, it’s not easy parenting twins,” Kelly said, her cheeks flushed pink. “Especially four-year-old hellion boy twins. Just wait till you have kids, dear sister.”

      That familiar pang pierced my heart again. Yeah, me becoming a mom. That’s not gonna happen any time soon.

      I yawned and stretched in my red flannel jammies--the ones with the black Scottie dogs and white snowflakes--and heard my stomach growl. Sean usually makes pancakes for the twins on Sunday mornings.

      Pancakes most definitely are good for depression.

      I felt a tickle on my arm and reached down to pluck off a flea. Hey, one of the hazards of the job.

      “Dani!” my sister almost yelled, and the sound made Hershey lunge for me again, “you better not bring fleas into my house!”

      As if on cue, Hershey suddenly began to scratch at his neck with his back paw, making his collar jingle.

      “Holy Crap,” my sister looked at me with huge brown eyes, “and you better not give my dog fleas either!”

      I pretended to flick another flea off the cuff of my pajama top.

      She shrieked and immediately started madly scratching herself.

      I so love messing with her.
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      My house key caught in the lock, refusing to budge, so I plopped my gray and black work backpack at my feet, on top of my Florsheim loafers, to have both hands free to deal with the front door.

      I struggled, but finally managed to turn the stubborn lock, with a grunt, and pushed open the door. The fragrant scent of Noble fir, from this year’s Christmas tree, wafted into my nose.

      Angel, my Jack Russell terrier, greeted me. He sat just inside, as usual, with his neon yellow  tennis ball in his mouth. He stared up at me with his intense coffee brown eyes, and I noticed a small torn piece of tissue stuck to his whiskered chin.

      “Hey, Bud,” I said, “looks like you’ve been dumpster diving into the bathroom trash can again.”

      He wagged his tan-tipped tail across the white shag carpet and threw down the ball. It slowly rolled in my direction, and he jumped up with a play bow, his haunches wiggling in happy anticipation.

      I gave it a little kick with my foot because he’s so disappointed when I don’t immediately engage. Sometimes I worry he sits like that for hours, just waiting for me to come home from work.

      He pounced, quickly scooped up the ball, and tossed it at me again.

      I teach English and creative writing at nearby Hazelnut High--and come home for lunch each day to hang with him while I eat a quick and rather boring sandwich--or sometimes, leftovers. When I come home during lunch he’s sitting like that--with that silly ball in his mouth.

      He’s obsessed. Always wanting me to throw it for him in the backyard--or even just a quick kick with my foot. That’s one reason I haven’t decorated the Christmas tree yet. This is the first year I’ve decided to have a tree in a while, since my folks are coming for a short visit during winter break. I’m worried that all those lovely spherical ornaments are gonna look an awful lot like his beloved tennis ball.

      I glanced over at the six-foot-tall Noble fir, next to the white sofa and loveseat in the corner of the living room, and felt grateful it was still standing. One of my students at school said his cat totally demolished their tree by climbing to the top to attack the Christmas star.

      Angel is pretty good while I’m gone, for the most part. Well, except when he gets into the bathroom trash can.   And sometimes, after I’ve had him out in the backyard to do his business, and it’s raining, he won’t stand still so I can towel him off. He wiggles free, takes off like a torpedo through the pet door from the garage to the main house, and then tries to wipe himself dry by rubbing his whole body all over the furniture. Which, unfortunately  happens to be mostly white.
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