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Leelyn

––––––––
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TEARS PRICK THE BACK of my eyes, threatening to spill onto my cheeks, but I stubbornly hold them back, determined not to cry. I bend down to come nose to nose with the oversized black Labrador Retriever named Trotter. He looks up at me with his tail wagging fiercely. His dark brown eyes shine with excitement. He knows he is going home. They somehow always know.

“You show them what a good boy you are. I’m so proud of how far you have come. You learned to love again. This is a new beginning for you. You have a family of your own now,” I whisper.

The familiar scent of pine from the surrounding Christmas tree farm wraps around me as light snowflakes fall, tiny specks of white melting into Trotter’s black fur. My arms wrap tightly around his neck, not ready to let go as I lean my head against his, feeling the softness of his fur on my cheek. His tail continues swishing back and forth excitedly as if he is trying to show me he is ready.

I give him one last pat on his giant head. I should be used to this by now. It comes with the territory of owning a dog rescue. But the part where I have to say goodbye never gets easier. 

“I think this is everything,” his new owner comments as she moves to stand beside me.

“You have the bag with his stuffed bear, right?” I ask, my voice wavering. I have to clear my throat before continuing, “because he sleeps with it every night, and he will carry it around from room to room, especially if he is nervous or scared. He doesn’t like to be without it,” I explain.  

“Yes, it’s all in here,” she responds as she checks the bag with Trotter’s belongings from his stay here at the inn.

“Come on, Trotter!” One of her teenage boys yells from the driveway as he opens the back door of their minivan.

Trotter looks up at me one last time, as if he is seeking approval to leave my side. “Go on, boy,” I tell him softly. He races to the car where the two boys are waiting for him, and my chest tightens, causing my heart to squeeze once more. He’s always loved going for car rides.

“It was my older son who saw the story about your inn on the news. He just couldn’t wait to get here to spend a night with a dog cuddled beside him. It’s really amazing what you do, and the tree farm is beautiful. We loved walking Trotter through the maze of Christmas trees. I plan on recommending the Rescue Inn to anyone I know who is looking to adopt a dog,” she says. Her smile grows wider as she watches the two boys racing around the van while Trotter chases after them. His excited barking echoes through the cold air. 

“He really loves kids,” I tell her, unable to pull my tear-filled eyes away from the heartwarming scene. 

“We will take good care of him. You don’t have to worry,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder. She pulls her keys from her purse before giving me one last reassuring smile. “We have to get going. We have a long drive, and they are calling for more snow. But I’m so glad we could get here and bring Trotter home before Christmas.”

The boys finally scramble inside the van, their laughter spilling out as Trottter hops into the car between them. I can hear his tail thumping against the seat. He doesn’t look like a stray dog anymore. He looks like he belongs, like he has been rescued. 

“Have a safe trip and be careful, these back roads ice over pretty quickly,” I tell her.

She waves one last goodbye before ducking into the van and coasting down the winding driveway lined with spruce trees. Warm tears finally roll down my cold cheeks as I continue waving even when I lose sight of them. 

“Hey, Leelyn, I’ve been trying to get in touch with you. We were supposed to meet this morning.” 

The voice from behind startles me, and I quickly wipe my eyes before spinning around. “Jack! I’m so sorry. I had a dog leaving today and completely lost all track of time,” I tell him apologetically.

“It’s okay. When you didn’t show up at the office, I figured I would come out and check on the foundation for the expansion project. I wanted to make sure there were no cracks in this cold weather. But we do have a slight problem. No one submitted a permit for the framing.”

“Ugh, I’m sorry, I should have done that weeks ago, but I’ve been so busy trying to help dogs find placement for the holidays. How much of a setback are we looking at? Do you think we are still on target for construction to be finished in the spring?”

“Well, it’s the week before Christmas, so nothing is really going to happen until after New Year’s. We could still be okay, but the weather will probably play a factor as well. They are calling for a big storm in the next few days with another one right behind it, so even when the permit goes through, we probably won’t be able to start work right away. Not to mention adding five rooms onto your house is a big undertaking. I think the spring deadline may have been too ambitious from the beginning.”

“In June, I’m partnering with another shelter, and I will really need the extra space. I’m committing to taking on five more dogs,” I explain. “I’ll be out here with a hammer myself if that’s what it takes to meet my deadline.”

Jack laughs, his white hair blowing in the wind, blending with the falling snow. “Maybe I’ll take you up on that,” he remarks with an amused chuckle. Then his expression shifts. “Oh, hey, were you at the county clerk’s office asking to look into land deeds for your property for the expansion?”

“Land deeds?” I frown. “No, I submitted the survey maps I found in my dad’s office for the building permit months ago. Why would I need land deeds?”

He shrugs, “Usually you would only pull them if you wanted to verify your property lines. I thought maybe you were questioning the boundaries.” He rubs his hands together for warmth, then continues, “The clerk mentioned something about someone asking for the deeds to your property when I was down there checking on the framing permit. I just assumed it was you.”

“They must have me mixed up with another house or something,” I tell him, shaking my head in confusion.

“Probably,” he nods in agreement. “It seems like everyone is putting additions onto their houses these days. Well, get that framing permit submitted so we can get to work to meet your deadline. I don’t want to be the one responsible for holding up Darley’s famous Rescue Inn from expanding,” Jack calls as he heads towards his truck.

“I will, I promise!”

A knot of worry settles in my chest at the thought of not having the expansion ready in time to foster more dogs. I promised the newest rescue I’ve been in touch with that I would help them save dogs coming from overcrowded shelters that are at risk of being put down because they lack the space to care for them. The thought brings a fresh round of tears welling in my eyes, blurring my vision, that I rapidly blink away.

I inhale a steadying breath before climbing the stairs of the front porch and walking back inside the inn alone. My rescue dog, Charlie, is waiting for me just inside the door. His short tail wiggles as I kneel to his level. He buries his nose in the crook of my neck, tickling me and causing me to laugh. I consider myself to have many dogs, but most are here temporarily until they find their forever families. Charlie is officially mine. He changed my life.

Two of the other dogs I am fostering race into the room, their paws scraping across the old hardwood-floor while their Christmas-themed bow ties flap against their collars as they skid by. Even though my heart still feels heavy from saying goodbye to Trotter, I can’t help but smile at how happy the current fosters are as they prance around, soaking up every bit of attention from the guests mingling in the main area. The scene instantly lifts my spirits.

“Leelyn! There you are!” Debbie calls out as she rushes towards me, balancing an overflowing laundry basket on her hip. The gray curls on top of her head bounce as she quickens her pace.

My eyes dart in any direction except the one where Deb is fast approaching. I turn on my heel, ready to make a quick escape, but it’s too late. She has me in her sights, there is no getting away.

“I’ve been looking for you all morning. Have you been avoiding me?” She asks, her dark brown eyes narrowing skeptically, a thin white eyebrow rising.

“Avoiding you? Of course not. You know it’s our busiest time of the year. I’ve barely had a minute to myself today.”

“Hmm mmm,” she responds, clearly unconvinced. “How did the date go last night?” She asks, her voice suddenly lifting with excitement.

“Oh, that...” I avoid her gaze by dropping my head to the floor, hoping my hair is hiding the heat creeping into my cheeks as I stare at the well-loved oak planks.

“Don’t hide behind those beautiful dark curls of yours,” she says.

“It was...good.” But I take too long to finish the sentence, and I know Deb is onto me.

“Leelyn Ray, I have known you since the day you were born. You could never tell a lie without me knowing about it,” she scolds.

How does she do that? I silently wonder. “Okay, fine. I cancelled it.”

“Oh no! Another one? What was it this time?”

“Well, this wasn’t entirely my fault. A shelter called asking if I had any connections to help transport dogs. They had two rescues they found placement for, but the foster group that could take them in was pretty far away and they had no way of getting them there. All the transport groups I use were busy, so I picked them up and drove them myself. I spent the whole day in the car, then hit traffic on the way home, and it just got to be too late. I had to cancel. Plus, I was away from Charlie all day. I couldn’t leave him again.”

“I was so sure this would be the date I set you up on that would finally stick. If you keep cancelling, there will be no one left to ask you out in this town,” she states, concern etched in her voice.

“Now you’re getting it,” I tell her, smiling as I pat her on the shoulder.

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Lee. You’re barely thirty,” she comments with a wave of her hand. “You’re young and beautiful. Those bright hazel eyes of yours could win over anyone.” She shakes her head with an exaggerated sigh, “and I will never know how you keep that petite figure with all the baking I do to keep this house stocked with goodies. Obviously, I could use your secret,” she says, adjusting her apron. “Anyway, my point is you shouldn’t be cooped up in this house all the time. There’s an old saying about love working when you let other people in. It was something your mom used to say and...” She catches herself before finishing her thought.

I continue on as if I hadn’t heard the last part of that sentence. “Deb, we’ve been over this a thousand times before. I’m not cooped up. I love my life the way it is. Besides, what would I have had in common with Daniel anyway? He’s some big-business executive from the city. We would have had nothing to talk about. Snuggling with Charlie and reading my book made for a much better evening.”

At the sound of his name, Charlie becomes more alert by my side. His tall, pointy shepherd ears perk up as he looks at me expectantly, his caramel brown eyes examining my palm. When no treats materialize for him, he resigns to gently nuzzling my hand with his nose, seemingly in agreement with my statement.

“Oh, I don’t know. You’re the person who has this place booked every weekend for the next year and single-handedly brought tourism back to the sleepy little town of Darley. But I suppose you wouldn’t have had anything to talk about with a fellow entrepreneur,” she says, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

“He seemed nice when we spoke on the phone. It’s just...” I search for an answer that will put an end to Deb’s prodding. “Not the right time.”

“Not the right time? Love doesn’t have a timeline, you know?”

A carefree laugh is my only response. I wish she wouldn’t worry so much about my lack of interest in dating. She means well, and I hate disappointing her.

“Oh, did Jack find you? He was looking for you earlier?” She asks.

“He did,” I respond on an exhale, grateful for the subject change. “I forgot to submit the permit for the framing of the expansion, and now I’m worried we are going to fall behind.”

“I wouldn’t stress. Jack and his team won’t let you down. What I am worried about is your taking on five more dogs. Are you sure you can handle adding more to the mix? It will just give you even more of an excuse never to set foot off the property of the Rescue Inn,” she says, her eyes dropping as her face falls.

“Deb, my goal is to give as many dogs as I can a second chance at life. I’m set on achieving it,” I tell her triumphantly.

“I know, I know, and Dave and I love being a part of the rescue business. It’s brought us so much joy since you converted this house into an inn and dog rescue. It’s helped all of us find a reason to smile again after experiencing so much loss, especially you. I just worry that you’re so focused on giving the dogs a second chance at life, and teaching them to love again, that you’re missing out on opportunities for you to do the same.”

“The only thing I’ll be missing out on is the chance to save more dogs if the expansion isn’t finished by the spring deadline.” 

“Well, speaking of your goals, I just turned over room five. There’s a family scheduled for an overnight with Buddy the Beagle. With the snow forecast, they might not make it. Most of the calls I took this afternoon were from people having to postpone because of the incoming storm. Oh, I almost forgot. I took a call from someone named Jacob Turner. Does that name sound familiar to you?” She asks, shifting the laundry basket to her other hip.

“Jacob Turner...it’s not ringing any bells. Should it?”

“It’s probably nothing,” she says, shrugging. “I feel like I have heard that name before, but I can’t place it. Anyway, he wanted me to have you call him as soon as possible. He said it was urgent. You sure he isn’t some old flame you forgot to mention?” She asks, her face lighting up.

“No!” I exclaim through a laugh. I consider the name for another minute. “I wonder if he works for an animal shelter and heard about us on the news. We have been getting a lot of those calls ever since the national news outlets picked up the local story that was done on us last year. And the stations always replay our story the closer it gets to Christmas. He might have dogs that need placement, but I don’t know how much space we will have. It sounds like the storm is going to prevent the current fosters from meeting their potential adopters.”

“You’re right. It’s probably something like that. The number is on the pad by the phone in your office, if you can find it under the stacks of papers you have in there.”

“I bet we could probably squeeze in a few more dogs for the holidays,” I tell her thoughtfully.

“I don’t know, Lee, we have a pretty full house as it is, and like you said, with this storm coming, the current dogs won’t be going anywhere.” 

“All the more reason for the five extra rooms to be finished on time. I’ll just call him back and see if it’s dogs he is trying to place, how many he has. We could find a way to make it work.”

“Well, when you call that guy Jacob back, maybe you can call Daniel back too, reschedule that date for after Christmas when the inn slows down?” She asks, her voice lifting slightly.

“I just...” I stutter out, but before I can finish my answer, one of our foster dogs races by with a roll of toilet paper in his mouth. It’s quickly unraveling as he darts around the corner. “Ty, get back here!” I exclaim through laughter as I chase after him.

“Lee, just think about it,” Deb calls out, continuing on her way towards the stairs as one of the other dogs follows her, jumping at the laundry basket she is carrying.

“Not the right time!” I call back over my shoulder, following the trail of toilet paper down the hallway. I catch the chubby Beagle and gently scoop him into my arms. The toilet paper roll drops from his mouth and plops onto the floor.

“You, my friend, have impeccable timing,” I whisper. “Now, let’s see if we can get some of that energy out.”

I carry him towards the back door, but before I open it, I glimpse Dave, Debbie’s husband, from the window. He is outside working with one of our other dogs. Cuddling Ty close to my chest, I move the curtain to get a better look. “Shhh,” I tell Ty as he wriggles with excitement in my arms at the sight of Dave. 

Dave gives Ellie, the yellow Labrador, the stay command with his hand extended. Ellie remains seated at his feet, not moving a muscle. He slowly lowers his hand and takes a giant step backward, then waits a beat before taking another one. The second step does it. Ellie jumps up and runs at Dave, leaping up at his chest with her front paws, knocking his fedora hat from his head. Dave stumbles back, losing his balance as Ellie spins in happy circles at his feet.

I stifle a laugh just as Dave looks up and catches us spying on him. His cheeks are red from the cold, and the wind rustles his thin, grey hair. He gives me an annoyed shake of his head as he picks up his hat, but I can see the smile on his face.

“I know you can’t wait to get to Dave, but you’re going to have to wait your turn for one-on-one training, Ty. Until then, no more getting into household items,” I tell him as I lower him to the floor. He trots off, undoubtedly looking for more trouble to get into.

I continue on my way, hurrying past the visitors in the main area to help Debbie with the switching over of rooms. It’s not uncommon for weather to affect reservations in the winter months, and this year is proving to be no different. I like to make sure our rooms are always ready in case anyone wants to extend their stay, or we get unplanned tourists who are passing through and could end up needing a place for the night.

Some people might say they hate the hustle and bustle of the holiday season, but I feel energized by it. This is my favorite time of year. Visitors fill the inn, Christmas decorations adorn every corner, lights hang along the exposed wooden beams in the living room, and stockings dangle above the large mantle of the stone fireplace. I buzz through the lobby with my rescue dog Charlie close behind me, my faithful little assistant filled with as much Christmas spirit as I am.
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Trevor

––––––––
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DECLINED. THE WORD is blinking back at me from the gas pump, and I can’t help but think that one word pretty much sums up the last year of my life. I sigh, frustration burning in my chest as I dig out my wallet and sift through my credit cards to find the last one not maxed out. I’m not even sure what the balance is: five dollars or one hundred. Lately, I’ve found it easier to ignore my financial troubles, pretend the unopened bills just don’t exist, not check my bank account or credit card debt. But now that I am on the road instead of hiding away in my apartment, that strategy is proving to be about as helpful as this rental car without gas.

The prompt to lift the handle pops up, and relief floods through me. I hurriedly shove the handle into the gas tank, just in case the machine might suddenly change its mind. I blow on my hands to warm them, just as my cell phone rings.

“Hey Phil,” I answer. I know it’s my agent calling without having to look at the caller ID. There aren’t too many names that pop up on my phone these days.

“Trevor, how’s it going? Did you get my voicemail?”

“It’s going, I guess,” I respond, turning back towards the pump when I hear the click.

“Look, I’m sorry about your name being pulled from the tour, but...” 

He is about to say more when I interrupt him, “What? They pulled my name? What are you talking about?” I ask, my voice rising as concern takes over.

“So you didn’t listen to my voicemail?” He asks quietly.

“Phil, I’m on my way to Chicago for the tour right now. I’ve been in the car for the last five hours. What do you mean my name was pulled? How can they do that? We have a contract. It’s a week away, and I’m the headliner.”

“Trevor, the only time you have been on stage in the last year was that fiasco where you barely started singing, then you just ran off. In the last eight months, you have backed out of every contracted music event you were supposed to play. That doesn’t sit well with the vendors or sponsors who are paying for the tour. I know you’ve been through a lot this past year, but this is the biggest and most popular touring event for new music on the East Coast. They want musicians who have some traction on social media platforms, ones with a lot of buzz around them, ones pumping out new music that people are singing the lyrics to. You’ve lost that these last few months,” he says, his words trailing off at that last sentence. 

“Is there anything you can do? I really need this for my career. Things haven’t been good, but I’m trying. I swear I am. And I started writing new songs again.” The words catch in my throat as I say them, and I’m sure Phil knows it’s not true.

“I want to help you, really I do. I stuck my neck out for you a few times. But your track record for cancelling and dropping off the face of the Earth is too hard to overcome at this point.”

I ease myself back into the car and put the heat on blast. I’m not sure if I’m shivering from the cold or from the crushing blow of what feels like the end of my music career. “Look, I promise you, I will play. I’m already halfway there, and I’m a week early. That proves I’m serious and committed, doesn’t it? It’s not like the other times.” I force confidence into my voice, but the words fall flat. There’s no response from Phil, only silence fills the other end of the line, so I continue pleading my case. “There was a reason they invited me and wanted me to headline the tour in the first place. I’m still that person,” I offer quietly.

“Once your name is pulled from the lineup, it’s really hard to get back in it.” He pauses, and more silence drags on before he finally continues, “but I guess I can make a few calls. Try to pull some strings for you and maybe get you back in the mix. Where are you, and did you say you are driving here?”

“I’m really low on money. It’s cheaper to drive than to buy a plane ticket. I’m on some back roads in the middle of nowhere. Still about seven hours from Chicago, somewhere in upstate New York. Anyway, the whole point of my coming out a week early is so we can go over my new material.” It’s another lie, but it sounds better than admitting to Phil I needed an escape from all the reminders of last year. An escape from the upcoming holiday. Christmas in New York City is too hard to deal with, especially today, the day everything changed. 

Not to mention there’s also the threat of a significant amount of snow coming next week, and I don’t want to risk driving through it. But I can’t tell Phil that. I need him to be confident that I have moved on from the anxiety that has plagued me since the tragedy I experienced a year ago today, even if I know that isn’t true.

“Look, I’ll do my best, but I probably won’t have an answer for you for a few days,” he finally answers.

“Just do whatever you can. I’m desperate.” I plead.

“I’m certainly going to try, but Trevor, don’t get your hopes up.” 

He clicks off and I drop my phone into the cup holder as I try to ease my nerves. Glancing in the rearview mirror, I can see my beat-up, worn guitar case with exposed stitching and faded bumper stickers staring back at me from the backseat of the rental car. It feels like it’s taunting me. I avert my eyes back to my phone, snatching it back up. I need to check the balance on my credit card so I know how much money I have left, but before I can log in, a winter storm alert pops up on my phone.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I utter aloud. I can feel my grip tighten, my shoulders tense, inching up towards my ears.

Reports said the snow wasn’t supposed to hit for another few days. I should have more time. But just like everything else in my life lately, nothing is going as planned. It seems the universe is out to get me. I pull up the weather app, then feel my stomach drop, like it’s an anchor sinking to the bottom of the ocean. The storm I thought I could outrun is coming in faster than originally predicted. Leaning forward in the driver’s seat, I stare up at the looming gray clouds above. “Just let me get to Chicago,” I beg to the darkening sky as I ease my way out of the parking lot.

The quiet road winds around the landscape, far from the hustle and bustle of city life that I’m used to. I’m far from the sounds of construction, the honking of horns, the yelling of people, and far from the overcrowded highways with impatient drivers all in a rush to get to their destinations for Christmas.

An hour passes before the sound of freezing rain bounces off the windshield. My grip on the steering wheel instantly becomes so tight that my knuckles are white and my palms sweat as I continue glancing nervously from the road to the storm clouds, silently begging them to disappear.

I tell myself to remain calm, but I know I won’t be able to drive like this. Even though the road is still dry, a slight turn of the wheel makes it feel like I will spin out of control. My anxiety is causing me to be hyperaware of any minor bump or curve in the road. My breathing becomes more rapid, and my foot taps the brake every other minute. I try to focus, but the fear in my chest tightens, holding me hostage in its grip. I know from experience what is coming. This won’t fade. It will only get worse.

I contemplate my options: pull over and risk getting stranded alone on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere, or keep going and risk completely unraveling behind the wheel. The car feels smaller, and I’m sure there is a lack of oxygen. I am suffocating. I crack the window, letting the icy air wash over me. The sky darkens further. Large pine trees line the roads, swaying with the wind that is picking up. My throat feels like it’s closing, and if I don’t stop soon, I’ll lose what little control I have left.

Off in the distance, a sign, or something that might be one, emerges. I squint, trying to make it out. It could just be another gas station, but even that would be a place I could pull over and try to get myself together. Bold black letters appear on a large wooden sign: “The Rescue Inn and Tree Farm.” A black silhouette of a dog with a short tail and big ears stands next to the outline of a pine tree below the title.

My hands shake as I frantically spin the wheel, almost missing the turn. The one-lane road twists and curves around the tall trees, guiding my way. I open the window further, and the smell of sap and pine floats around me as I crawl up the hill, trying to slow my racing heart while filling my lungs with air. I hope that whatever the Rescue Inn is, it will live up to its name. No one is in greater need of rescuing than I am.
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Leelyn

––––––––
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“RESCUE INN,” I ANSWER breathlessly. I collapse into the chair at my desk as I grab the ringing phone. I’m met with a half-audible reply, “I’m sorry, you’re cutting in and out. How can I help you?” I ask.

“I have a few questions about your land,” the voice on the other end responds nonchalantly.

“My land? What questions?” I ask absentmindedly. I’m only half paying attention as I rummage through papers, trying to organize the messages and list of callbacks that are covering the surface of my desk.

“You’re putting an addition onto your house?”

“Is this an interview for the paper about the inn expanding?” I ask curiously. The question pulls my gaze away from the stacks of post-it notes that were all fighting for my attention.

“I have some questions about the property lines...” The call cuts in and out again before dropping completely.

“Strange,” I comment, placing the phone back in its holder. “The local paper already did a story about the inn expanding.”

“Tis the season,” Debbie says, coming into the office, wiping her hands on a towel. Flour covers her Christmas apron, and the scent of cinnamon and sugar wafts into the room with her.

“You can say that again.” Sighing, I pick up the stack of notes while my eyes return to the blue computer screen, the full calendar stares back at me.

Debbie glances down at my dog, who is lying under my feet, and reaches down to give Charlie’s ears a scratch before pulling a homemade dog treat out of the pocket of her apron. She genuinely earned Charlie’s trust by being patient and letting him warm up to her on his own terms, but the daily bribes certainly didn’t hurt.

“You know, the vet said he was slightly overweight at his wellness visit in the fall,” I inform her. 

Charlie gently takes the treat from her hand. “Oh, Lee, it’s the holidays. No one counts calories this time of year!” She juts out her hip as she shows off her own curves before sneaking him another treat.

“We’ve had all these people calling to reschedule their visits because of the snow forecasted, but no openings until spring,” I tell her. I feel myself smile as I watch her and Charlie despite the stress the schedule is causing me.

“We’ll figure it out. We always do! And people can still come to meet the dog they are interested in adopting and maybe stay somewhere in town if we have no rooms available. They might not be able to spend the night with their dog here, but they can still spend a whole day together, and that is better than just being able to spend a few minutes with them when they meet at the shelter,” she says, shrugging her shoulders.

“That’s true,” I admit.

“Have you called Jacob Turner back yet?” She asks. She pulls her reading glasses from their resting place on top of her head and re-fluffs her gray and white, curly hair with her palm. 

“Oh, I was just about to. I got distracted and forgot that’s what I came in here for.”

“Hey! What if he watched that news segment they did on our inn and he just fell instantly in love with you when he saw you on TV? And now he just has to meet you!” She gushes.

“Deb, I think the baking fumes are getting to you,” I respond with a laugh as I clear another pile of papers from my desk, moving them to a stack on the floor.

“You will meet. He might have a dog, too. You will get married with your dogs standing by you at the altar, and then have babies, and I will finally have a grandchild I can see in person every day and not just through video calls.”

“Hey! What do you call Charlie?” I ask, staring down at my dog, who keeps looking from me to Deb. He looks like he’s trying really hard to understand why his name is being brought into the conversation.

“Sorry, Charlie,” Deb says, bending down and cradling Charlie’s face in her hands. “I consider you my grandson, but I’m also in the market for a two-legged one that lives close enough for me to see whenever I want.”

“Have I shown you the blueprints for the expansion project?” I ask, continuing to
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