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      Nothing’s lonelier than sitting alone at work on Christmas Eve.

      Through the window, Diane Stumbaugh watched a few half-hearted snowflakes blowing around in the light from the parking lot streetlamp. The road outside was deserted. The last airplane of the night had landed two hours ago at the little regional airport across the way. The lobby of the emergency vet clinic was silent, except for her own breathing. Even the kennels, usually full of barking and yowling animals, were empty for a change.

      Her only company was a row of chairs, chrome and black vinyl sentinels guarding the sunny linoleum floor and eggshell walls. A bowl of miniature Reese’s Cup trees sat in a bowl on the counter, lonely and sad. Posters of dog and cat breeds, parrots with (not really) funny speech balloons, and fee charts hung here and there. A wire rack sat near the glass doors, full of helpful brochures on such thrilling subjects as dental care for cats, heartworm preventatives for dogs, how to keep your budgie healthy.

      Diane managed to kill half an hour rearranging the pamphlets for best effect.

      Twice.

      She’d turned the TV off hours ago. She couldn’t stand the relentless parade of Christmas feel-good on every channel. She could sweep and mop the floors again, but her nose still burned from the stink of antiseptic cleaner from the last time.

      Maybe she should call Charlotte.

      No, the idea of talking to her ex, of being so desperate that the only person she could reach out to was the woman who’d tossed her out like last week’s garbage…

      Enough of that.

      Diane got up, stretched, and went to the break room to brew a cup of Swiss Miss and maybe nuke some popcorn. A glance at her watch told her the shift would last two and a half more hours. She’d still have the on-call pager, but at least she could go home after that.

      Back to her empty apartment, still full of empty places where someone else’s things should be.

      At least she had a new bottle of Angel’s Envy bourbon out in the car. She could give Santa an expensive toast if he decided to show up.

      Two hours later, she’d finished three more cups of cocoa. She hung up her white coat and stethoscope, and switched out her lime-green scrubs for a plain white tank top and red running shorts. The snow was getting thicker outside. Thank goodness she had warmer clothes with her.

      She was pulling a dingy pair of gray sweatpants out of her backpack when the office phone buzzed like a pissed-off hornet in a megaphone.

      Diane immediately switched from brooding, lonely whiner to doctor mode. She dropped the sweats and jogged to the phone. As much as she hated when animals were suffering, she finally had something to do.

      “Tri-Cities Emergency Animal Hospital, Dr. Stumbaugh speaking.”
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      Katie Rogers threw her cell phone on the passenger seat and sped through the deepening snow. In the rear seat, her German Shepherd mix gave another of those jaw-splitting hacks, like she was trying to cough out her own back feet. A sharp smell of urine filled the car.

      “Hang on, Golly girl! Almost there!”

      She urged the car faster, even though the tires were starting to slip in the curves. The headlights tried to pierce the snow, but the view through the windshield was like the Millennium Falcon going into hyperdrive.

      And there it was. Katie barely saw the glowing white sign for the animal hospital. She certainly couldn’t read the lettering through the swirling snowflakes, but the stylized black cat and dog were big enough to recognize.

      She cut the wheel sharply, sending the little Civic into a short skid. Fortunately, enough sand and ice had overflowed from the street, and the tires grabbed hold.

      She slid to a stop, the car at an awkward angle to the glass doors. She turned the key and jumped out, just as a short, ebony-haired woman in a lab coat came running through the door, pushing a shiny steel cart.

      “Thank you. Oh, thank you thank you for being here,” Katie said, yanking open the rear door. “She’s back here. Please hurry!” She ignored the sharp wind biting through the thin flannel of her favorite pajamas. At least she’d thought to put on her rubber snow boots and poofy winter jacket.

      The vet hurried to her side, and together they managed to get the eighty-five pound Golly onto the cart, where she gave another of those heaving, heart-breaking gags. Damp snow lashed Katie’s face and got in her eyes, mixing with her frightened tears.

      “Hold the door,” Dr. Stumbaugh said in a tone worthy of any first-grade teacher. “I’ve got her. We’re going straight back to the first exam room, on the left.”

      Katie waited until the cart was through the outer door, then rushed past to open the door the vet pointed to. They got Golly in the room, and then onto the brushed steel exam table.

      “She got in the trash, and the coughing started shortly after, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Katie said, petting Golly’s head and stroking her ears. “I don’t think there were any chemicals or anything in there, but she’s been like this for nearly half an hour now.”

      Dr. Stumbaugh took a penlight from her breast pocket and tried to look in Golly’s mouth, but the big baby struggled too much.

      “She’s a little frightened,” the doctor said in a low, soothing voice. “Understandable, given how uncomfortable she must be. I’m going to give her something to calm her down, if you can just hold her foreleg still.”

      Katie gripped Golly’s leg, tears running down her face as her baby panted and heaved.

      “It’s okay, Golly. Mommy’s here. Dr. Stumbaugh is going to make you all better.”

      “That’s right,” said the vet in her calm, slow voice. “Don’t you worry, Miss Golly. Now just relax…”

      She took a vial and syringe from a cabinet, drew a half-inch of clear liquid, then injected the struggling dog just above the elbow. Ten seconds later, Golly went limp. Her eyes were still open, but unfocused. Her head hit the table with a soft thump, and her long pink tongue flopped out of her mouth.

      “Don’t worry,” Dr. Stumbaugh said, ruffling Golly’s ears. “She’s fine. Just good and stoned. Can you hold her jaws apart, please?”

      Katie couldn’t help but calm down. Something about the vet’s easy manner now that her patient wasn’t under stress anymore. Katie’s shoulders finally started to loosen their knots.

      Dr. Stumbaugh shone the light into Golly’s mouth, her other hand moving the dog’s tongue this way and that.

      “Ah hah! Thought so. Keep her mouth open, I’ll be right back.”

      She left the room and Katie heard a metallic rattling, like someone dropping silverware in the sink. The vet came back in, holding a foot-long pair of forceps. She’d wrapped some sort of foam tape around the jaws.

      “Don’t worry,” she said again. Katie realized her horror at the sight of the wicked implement must’ve showed. “Your pup’s going to be just fine. How was the chicken dinner?”

      “What? I don’t—” Katie started, but stopped when Dr. Stumbaugh stuck the forceps down Golly’s throat, wiggled them around for a couple of seconds, then carefully withdrew a small, jagged bone.

      “There we are. She’ll be just fine, Ms. Rogers. She probably would’ve coughed it up or swallowed it down eventually, but they can scare you to death when they start coughing like that. I’ll want to keep her here for a bit, see how she does when she wakes up, but I’d say that by morning you won’t even know anything happened.”

      “Thank you so so much!” Katie said, throwing her arms around the shorter woman and kissing her cheek. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you.”

      “Just doing my job.” Diane tried not to let her fluster show. “Why don’t we go wait in the break room, after you hang up your jacket? I don’t think either of us will be going anywhere until the plows and salt trucks come back through, anyway. I make a mean hot chocolate, and we can raid the Reese’s Cups from the waiting area.”

      “Oh my God, I love reesie cups!”

    

  

OEBPS/images/caninecupidcoverebook.jpg
(CANINE

JASON A. ADAMS





OEBPS/images/sp-logo-lack_all-black.jpg





