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      Neville, a little white Westie, sat inside the door of Tom Jones’s woodworking shed and whined.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” said Tom. “You miss Joe?”

      Neville looked up at him, wagging his tail in acknowledgement. In his experience, humans liked it when he interacted. If he was good, maybe Tom would let him outside where he really wanted to be. He tried asking. Woof.

      “Sorry, boy. Joe won’t be back for a few days yet, but I’ll take you out soon.”

      Out. Tom said out. Neville stood on all fours, wagging his tail harder, and barked again, excited that they were speaking the same language.

      “Wait, young fella. I’ve got to finish sanding and painting these decorations. They have to be ready for the Community Tree Festival on Saturday. Then we can take a break.”

      Neville stopped wagging his tail and sat down. Wait. He hated wait. That word meant he wasn’t going out. He whined again. Sometimes whining made humans reconsider.

      He looked up at Tom, but Tom was ignoring him, so he stopped and shuffled closer to the door, waiting as the sandpaper went back and forth. That noise was better than the scroll saw Tom had used earlier that day, but it was still irritating. He lay down by the door and held his paws over his ears. That was better.

      But what was that scent?

      He crawled closer and sniffed at a crack in the door. It was that cat! He jumped to his feet, ready for action.

      That cat shouldn’t have been here. It wasn’t her territory. So he warned her off. Yap! Yap! Yap!

      “Neville, shut it!” Tom exclaimed.

      Neville looked up at him and wagged his tail, then barked again.

      “Neville!”

      Woof, Neville said half-heartedly, just to make a point. He turned around three times and lay down at the door again, still sniffing the air. The cat was still out there, so he growled a bit.

      “Neville,” Tom warned, and Neville stopped, put his head on his paws, and kept sniffing the air.

      A few minutes later, steps crunched on the cold gravel that lined the drive to the workshop. Neville jumped to his feet again and wagged his tail. He knew those footsteps. They belonged to Clinton, Tom’s son. Clint was staying with Tom while he worked on a new building at the college.

      “Dad, you out here?” Clint pushed open the shed door.

      “Clint! Don’t let the dog out!”

      But Clint wasn’t quick enough to stop Neville from wriggling through his legs and dashing out into the yard. Neville barked and headed straight toward Angel, the black cat, to teach her that this was his territory, not hers. He was determined to make sure she left.

      Angel froze a moment, turned toward Neville, then dashed back toward her house.

      Neville took off, joyful in the chase, his fur streaming back from his face, and let out a quick bark. Finally, he had the cat in his sights. He had tried three times before to catch Angel, and he’d failed. This time, he was sure he had her.

      He ran past Tom’s house and into the yard that belonged to Vivian Woolf.

      Vivian Woolf was someone Neville liked to avoid. She didn’t like four-leggeds of any sort and was always growling at Joe whenever they went for a walk, even when Neville barked in his friendliest voice and wagged his tail.

      “Keep that dog off my lawn,” she said almost every day, and Neville had learned to do his business in the park down the road or, in an emergency, in Joe’s yard near the back fence.

      Today she was there again when Angel ran between her and the trash can she was pushing to the curb. Neville didn’t slow down. He followed the cat between the rolling can and the woman’s legs and breezed through the gap, but not before he heard her scream. “You damn animals!” Then he heard a crash, but he didn’t look back. He had to catch the cat before she got to the fence between her yard and Joe’s. He knew from experience that once she got to the fence, the chase would be done, and he would have to wait until next time.

      “Vivian, are you okay?” Tom’s voice floated on the wind rushing against his face as he sped toward the fence. Only a few more steps and he would have the cat. But before he reached Angel, she leaped with those sturdy legs of hers to the top of the fence. She turned and looked back at him, scoffing in that way cats do when they best you, then hopped down out of sight, leaving him to stand in front of the fence, barking.

      “There you are, you little devil,” said Clint a moment later. And before he knew it, Clint had snapped the leash onto his collar and was forcing him back to Tom’s house.

      “Keep that dog away from me,” yelled Vivian as Clint led him back to Tom’s house. “He’s a menace.”

      She was lying on the ground, and Tom was hovering over her with a puzzle-solving look on his face. He used that expression when he was in his workshop, trying to make something work.

      Soon Neville was back in the house, locked in his sleeping cage. Clint returned outside, leaving Neville to pant and lay down with his head on his paws. Soon he was dozing from the exertion, dreaming of catching his prey and barking happily in his sleep.
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      Eight o’clock on a Wednesday morning was not the ideal time for Claudia Woolf to receive bad news. Especially not today, when she had an important presentation to make about a project she had been working on for months.

      But Alex Banting, her boyfriend of six years, had other plans.

      “What did you say?” she asked, gripping the granite counter of the kitchen island they had installed the year before. She needed balance as her life quaked.

      Alex furrowed his brow and set his briefcase on the floor beside him. He ran a hand through his newly cropped hair. “I have an interview today for a job in Victoria.”

      “Victoria?” She gasped. “I was just promoted six months ago. Here. In Vancouver. Where we live. I worked for years for this opportunity.”

      “I realize that,” he said. “But this job…”

      “Is in Victoria,” she repeated.

      “Is in family law,” he said.

      “You don’t work in family law. You’re a corporate tax attorney.”

      “And I haven’t been happy for a long time. That’s why I’ve been taking courses to prepare for a career change.”

      “You said you were taking courses to further specialize in contract law.”

      “What made you think that?” His brow furrowed further.

      “You told me you were taking courses to specialize.”

      “Yes. In family law.”

      “So you’re talking about a career change?” She must have heard him wrong. How could he have planned such a drastic change without her knowing about it?

      “Yes, that’s what I just said.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I told you I didn’t like what I was doing. I told you I was exploring options. I told you I was taking courses. What exactly didn’t I tell you?”

      “The part about moving back to Vancouver Island. The part about looking for work away from here.”

      “Claudia, we talked about that, too. We talked about buying a house outside the city. A place to raise kids.”

      “But not right now.”

      “If not now, when? I’m forty-three. You’re nearly thirty-eight. When did you think we’d start?”

      She stared at him. Why, on today of all days, was he doing this? Well, if he wanted to start something, she was loath to disappoint him.

      “I can’t believe you. You know what I’ve been through this year. Why would you put this pressure on me now?”

      He walked toward her and reached to pull her into an embrace. “That’s not what I intended.”

      She put her hands up and stepped back. “Well, you could have fooled me.”

      His arms dropped to his side, and he looked at her, the clock on the wall in the kitchen, and then the door. “We should talk about this later.”

      But she was just getting started. “You know this year has been hell. With my dad dying, and me finally getting my promotion, I haven’t had time to think about moving, or children, or any of those things.”

      “That’s true. You haven’t had time,” he said calmly. “But while you’ve been busy, I have been exploring my options. This interview is an opportunity.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? Your options? Am I not to be included in this?” She felt her voice rise almost involuntarily. Calm down.

      “You’re twisting my words now,” he said. “Of course I meant our options.”

      “I haven’t been too busy to discuss things this important,” she said, more loudly than she intended. Her control was breaking, and if she didn’t walk away, she might end up yelling. He was considering moving away and leaving her no alternative but to choose between him and her career. Her heart was pounding hard now. How could she have missed this?

      “Yes. We have been too busy,” he said, his voice still steady. It made her want to scream in frustration. “Think about it. When was the last time we went out together without it having to do with work, or family, or friends?”

      “It’s been a busy year,” she said, “with Dad dying and Adrian’s heart attack.”

      “And your promotion, and my increased workload and courses,” he added. “It’s been a lot, and we’ve not had enough time to discuss what’s important.”

      “Well, you should have made time,” she spat. “Dropping this on me first thing in the morning is wrong, Alex.”

      “I know. I was intending to talk to you about this tonight. I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t even know if I have a chance at the job. I haven’t got a lot of experience in the field.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she said, tears pricking at the corner of her eyes. “I guess we both have a lot to think about.”

      “We’ll talk properly tonight,” he said, reaching toward her.

      “You’d better go.” She stepped back and nodded toward the clock. “We’ll both be late.” Then she walked to the bathroom to get away from him and stared into the mirror until she heard the front door click shut. “You are not going to cry,” she told herself in the mirror. She forced a smile that made her reflection look ghoulish, which only prompted bitter laughter while the tears started to fall.

      She grabbed a tissue and dabbed at the tears before they ruined her mascara, then walked to the door, picked up her bag, and left, putting the pain of their conversation firmly in the back corner of her mind. She had a meeting to prepare for. There would be time enough to think about this later.

      Ninety minutes later, Claudia stood at the threshold of the meeting room. She double-checked that she had everything and took a moment to breathe. The funding committee for the Brighter Horizons Foundation, where she had worked for the past twelve years, waited on the other side of that door. As their new director of new initiatives, she needed to make a good impression and gain approval for this latest project. The family and youth society she had been working with for six months was counting on the funding. Their plan for a teen transition project had all the elements required by the funding committee, but she had seen plans like this rejected before.

      Still, she had to try. It would make a big difference to teenagers getting ready to leave school. The project would offer them career counseling, work experience, and training in a variety of trades. The society was even lining up apprenticeships so they would have work, guidance, and a cohort. It was a perfect plan all around. And if the committee approved the funding, she would oversee the contract as part of her new portfolio and witness the results firsthand. That was what made the job worthwhile.

      All she had to do was convince the committee that this was the best project to run this quarter.

      She was about to step into the room when her phone rang. It was Alex. She didn’t want to talk to him. Their fight that morning had already overwhelmed her. He knew she was nervous about this pitch and yet had picked this morning to bring up the idea of moving, something they had vaguely discussed only once months ago. She didn’t have the energy or time for it now, so she sent him to voicemail.

      The phone rang again. Frustrated, she picked it up to shut it off when she noticed a new caller: her sister. Karen rarely called—and never on a weekday unless there was something wrong. Her thumb hovered over the button to send the call to voicemail, and then it rang again. What if Karen’s husband Adrian had had a relapse? Though he had completely recovered from his open-heart surgery from the year before, something could have happened.

      The phone rang a third time, and she sighed, accepted the call, and put the phone to her ear, stepping further down the hall so she could have some privacy.

      “Hi,” said Karen. “I need you to come home. Mom fell.”

      Claudia’s heart hammered. Her sister was using that staccato speech she reserved for emergencies, and it always put her on edge. “What happened?”

      “She was putting the garbage out on Monday and tripped over the neighbor’s dog. Very inconvenient.”

      “Is she okay? Did she break a hip? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Claudia asked, her voice tight with concern.

      “She is just badly bruised and needs to rest. She didn’t break a hip. And I didn’t call you because she told me not to.”

      “So, if she obviously doesn’t want me there, why are you calling me?” Claudia asked, the hurt of the past year resurfacing. “You’re her favorite nurse and confidante.” As soon as she said it, she felt bad. It wasn’t all Karen’s fault. Their mother was stubborn. But they had made an agreement that Karen would keep her and their brother Blaine updated as to their mother’s welfare.

      “I’m calling because I’m at the airport, about to board a plane to Mexico. Mom’s friend Helen was supposed to look in on her, but she’s stuck in Toronto in a snowstorm.”

      Claudia frowned. “What’s in Mexico? Is there some kind of emergency with Adrian’s uncle?”

      “No, his uncle’s fine. We’re going on vacation.”

      “I don’t understand.” Sometimes her sister communicated so badly. “If you wanted me to come there, why didn’t you give me a heads-up that I would be needed? It’s Wednesday. After what happened with Dad, I thought I could count on you to at least call if something happened to Mom.”

      There was silence on the end of the phone, and then Karen said, “I’m sorry. Mom said she didn’t want to bother you. That it was minor.”

      “Dad went to the hospital with a minor ailment too, and look how that turned out.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end of the line. “I know you may never forgive me, but Dad didn’t want us to see him like that. He was the one who kept it quiet for so long. He wanted one last good Christmas. He never even told Mom how sick he was. I refuse to be blamed for this anymore. If I’d thought Mom was in any danger, I would have called. She was just embarrassed at having tripped over a dog. That’s all.”

      “What was your backup plan if I couldn’t make it?” Claudia asked, peeved because, no matter how much she wanted to blame her sister, Karen was probably right. Their father had been just as stubborn as their mother was.

      “I’d ask Tom Jones to look in on her, I guess. But I would rather it be you.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been better to tell me earlier?”

      “It’s only for two weeks, and I didn’t know that Helen was stuck in Toronto until half an hour ago. I don’t know how long it will take for her to get home. Their flight was canceled, and it may be days before they can get another one.”

      “And Rhys? Is he going with you?”

      “Rhys is still home. He has finals this month. He’ll be fine. He’s going to stay at Mom’s at night.”

      Khalid, the executive director and Claudia’s boss, opened the door to the conference room and stepped outside. “Coming?” He pointed at his watch.

      “I have to go, Karen. Can I call you back after my meeting?” She could hear a loudspeaker in the background of the call.

      “That’s our flight,” Karen said. “I just made you a reservation for the seven o’clock ferry. You don’t have a choice, Claudia. Mom needs you.”

      “Why are you going now? It’s almost Christmas.”

      “Adrian and I have a credit that expires at the end of the year. It’s now or never.” Her voice was muffled, but Claudia could hear Karen say, “I said I’m coming!” Then she could hear her more clearly again. “We’ll be home on the twenty-second”

      The twenty-second? Today was the fourth. “When does Jessie gets home?” Jessie, Karen’s eldest, was in her first year of nursing at a university in Kelowna. “Surely she would be better help.”

      “Jessie doesn’t get home until the twenty-third. I’m not sure how long it will be until Helen gets back.” Then her voice was muffled again, her hand over the mic. “I just need to tell her about Rhys.”

      Khalid was striding toward her now, looking uncertain. The committee was waiting, and she had to go.

      “What about Rhys? Can’t he help until Helen gets there?”

      Karen laughed. “Rhys is sixteen. He can barely look after himself. Mom was going to watch him, but now she’s been hurt. No, I need you.”

      “Do you even care that I have a job? Things to do?”

      “Claudia, you don’t have a husband who needs a vacation after his heart surgery, and you don’t have teenagers to worry about. It’s not like anyone else is relying on you. That’s why I didn’t call Blaine. Besides, with the snow, I doubt he could get here anyway.”

      Claudia rolled her eyes at the mention of Blaine. Their brother lived out in New Brunswick with his wife and the three of his five children who still lived at home. He rarely came back to Sunshine Bay. The last time had been for their father’s funeral ten months before. He wasn’t likely to return soon.

      “It’s a busy week,” she said. “I have some important meetings.”

      “Well, around my place, it’s always a busy week. It’s your turn.” Another announcement came on in the background. “They’re calling us to board. I’ll talk to you in a few hours when we get to the resort.”

      “Can you at least email me contact information for Rhys, for the neighbors, and for Tom Jones, maybe?”

      Karen laughed. “It’s in your email with the reservation. And old Tom isn’t Mom’s favorite person right now. He’s the reason she was in the hospital in the first place. Goodbye.” And the phone went dead.

      Khalid was now standing beside her, concern etching his face. “Everything okay?”

      She quickly pocketed the phone and returned her focus to the task at hand. If she thought any more about the call, she would scream.

      “Everything is fine. But I need to talk to you after the meeting.”
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