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      Surgery days were always stressful.

      Even just spays and neuters, even though people thought of them as routine, were still opening up a body. Owners dropped off their dogs and cats in the morning thinking they would just go grab a coffee while the deed was done, and the animal would be good to go within about an hour. Like it was factory work.

      But for Drianne it was anything but routine.

      Almost fifty years old now, she had been a vet for twenty years. And she still sweated every time she sliced open a living, breathing body. It was sacred work, having an animal in her hands.

      It was a calling she was too afraid to heed for the first half of her twenties. For the most part because her biology teacher in high school had scoffed at the idea.

      “You could never pass the classes,” he told her. “Vet school is rigorous. You’re failing my class and this is easy.”

      Those words defined her for so long. She majored in English instead. Compromised.

      Gave up.

      Turned her ship toward becoming a teacher. A noble calling all its own, even though it wasn’t hers.

      It wasn’t until she was driving her grandfather to one of his final cancer treatments that someone managed to break the spell.

      “You should do what you want,” he rasped through his tumor-ridden throat. “Don’t listen to anyone. You can do whatever you put your mind to. You’re a smart girl, Drianne.”

      If he had said it to her a year before, at a family barbeque or Christmas brunch, she wouldn’t have given it so much weight.

      But he died just a few weeks later. It became a kind of directive. The last words of a dying man.

      At least that’s what Drianne told herself. Because if she admitted she was doing it because it was what she had wanted to do since she was six, then that high school biology teacher’s words would have won. He had already kept her away from her dream all the way through college.

      But Granddad, he was a serious and driven man.

      If he told Drianne to do it, she’d damn well better do it.

      So she started over. And the classes were hard, no question.

      But she also found a kind of grace that overlaid them.

      With each test she took, Drianne felt a hand guiding her own as it filled in test answer bubbles or wrote out longer explanations on the page.

      The lectures were complicated. But her ears adjusted almost right away. Like there was a translator inside her head, taking scientific concepts and turning them into real dogs and cats and horses.

      Drianne could picture the diseases. The injuries.

      She could see her own healing hands.

      She could imagine the faces of little girls and boys, so worried when they brought in their sick animals, so elated when Drianne returned them well.

      She could smell the fur. See the soft and inquisitive eyes. Each class was a new experience in meeting all the animals of Drianne’s imagination. Every hour brought a new set of creatures she could imagine petting and examining and helping.

      The day she graduated from vet school she felt a strong grip on her right shoulder. She was standing on the stage with the other graduates, and whipped around to see who had touched her.

      No one was there. Not in the flesh.

      She lowered her chin so no one would see her lips move.

      “Thank you, Granddad.”

      She had offers from practices in bigger cities, but she wanted to stay where she was.

      Rural Colorado, a small college town called Greeley, near the countryside where her ancestors had been homesteaders who built their own farms and farmhouses by hand.

      Eventually the generations evolved toward more suburban lives. Drianne’s mother was an accountant. Her father was an engineer.

      Anyone else, other than her high school biology teacher, would have looked at those genetics and assumed Drianne would be great at a science career.

      But expectations could be a burden. Whether they were expectations of failure or success.

      For the past twenty years Drianne had been learning to ignore expectations and instead follow her heart.

      Right now her heart was breaking.

      She had an old dog on the surgical table. A fourteen-year-old black Lab named Bear. A good old boy, slow and stiff, but still with life in him. Drianne had known him for many years.

      The owners, a retired couple named the Baxters who had raised Bear from a puppy, said the dog still loved his slow walks, sniffing every leaf of every bush, still enjoyed his food, even though it seemed it was getting harder for him to eat.

      They thought it might be because of a broken canine tooth that looked infected. They asked Drianne to take a look.

      But it was worse than that. Once Drianne pried Bear’s mouth open, she could see the mass inside. The size of a golf ball, growing down from the roof of his mouth.

      But she had done mouth surgeries before. Hundreds.

      “I can get that out,” she told the Baxters with confidence. “We can at least make him more comfortable for a while. His blood work looks good. He could have another year.”

      But once she got him on the table this morning, she knew at most he’d have another week.

      The mass had grown so much over the weekend, it was clear the malignancy was going to cut off his airway within days. That was a horrible way to go.

      A sweet old dog like this deserved better. She was relieved that the Baxters saw it the same way.

      “I can wake him up,” Drianne said when she called them. “Give you another few days.”

      “If he’s sleeping now,” Rella Baxter said, her voice choked with tears, “let’s let him sleep. We’ll be there soon to say goodbye.”

      Drianne had a room set aside for the terminal patients. More like a bedroom than a treatment room. Soft lighting. Candles. A comfortable couch.

      One of her vet techs rolled the mobile unit that continued to pipe in anesthesia, while the other helped Drianne carry the old dog from the surgical table into the special room and onto the couch.

      Drianne put a pillow under Bear’s head. His tongue lolled out of his mouth, past the breathing tube, but he looked so sweet. Peaceful. His paw even twitched sometimes while he dreamed.

      The Baxters arrived, crying. Drianne told them exactly what she saw when she looked inside. Dave Baxter cried softly into his fist. Rella petted her dog and kissed his face.

      “He’s been sleeping about twenty-two hours a day lately,” Dave said.

      Drianne smiled at him gently. “And now he’ll get to sleep twenty-four.”

      When it was time, when they were ready, Drianne administered the three successive shots. Dave Baxter had left by then, he couldn’t be there, but Rella stayed on until the end.

      As Drianne pushed the first syringe, she spoke to the old dog, knowing he could hear.

      “You were a good boy, Bear. One of the best. Now go find another body.”

      Rella wept quietly, touched by those final words.

      But Drianne didn’t say the words lightly.

      She knew by now what they could do.
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      It took a few years into her practice before she began to notice a pattern.

      Puppies who leaped from their owners’ arms and came bounding toward Drianne as if they knew her.

      Kittens who purred so loudly when she held them, the owners often laughed at how unusually vocal they were.

      Dogs she met on the street who rushed to her, tails wagging like mad, desperate for Drianne to pet them.

      She had always had a way with animals. But this felt like something more.

      She was at a veterinarian conference in Denver one year when she mentioned it to one of the other attendees.

      The vet, a woman named Linda who had long gray hair and light blue eyes, gave Drianne a peculiar look.

      “Let me ask you something,” Linda said. “When you put an animal down, do you say anything?”

      Drianne shrugged. “Sometimes. If I know them.”

      “What do you say?” Linda asked.

      “I tell them they’ve been good. And that I hope they come back some day.”

      Linda smiled. “Do you now.”

      Drianne felt self-conscious. “It’s just… something to say. Why, what do you do?”

      “Oh, I have a whole conversation,” Linda said. “But only if I like the animal. If it’s a biter or screamer or scratcher, forget it.”

      Drianne chuckled nervously. She wasn’t sure anymore that they were talking about the same thing.

      “What do you tell them?” Drianne asked. “The ones that you like?”

      “That they should go find another body,” Linda answered. “And nine times out of ten, they do.”

      Drianne stared at her a moment, not quite sure if this was a joke.

      “Not all of us can do it,” Linda told her. “Not everybody has the connection. But if you do…” She tipped back her plastic cup and drank the last of her red wine. “You should meet a few people while you’re here. You might be interested.”
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      Looking around at the mostly gray-haired group, Drianne felt distinctly young and underqualified. She was only thirty-five then, in her fifth year of practice. These vets looked like they had been practicing for decades.

      There were about a dozen of them standing at one side of the conference room while hundreds of other attendees milled around and mingled.

      Linda introduced her. Drianne tried hard to remember everyone’s names.

      They were men and women from all over the country. Gary, Indiana. Paloma, California. Chicago. Santa Fe. Provo, Utah. Cincinnati. Some with big city practices, some with small rural practices like hers.

      After Linda finished the introductions, she lowered her voice and leaned closer to Drianne.

      “We’ve all got the talent,” she said.

      Drianne assumed it was a slight brag. Telling her that these vets were all experts at what they did.

      “I’m sure,” Drianne answered politely.

      An older woman who looked like she might be eighty reached out her soft hand and gripped Drianne’s arm. “She means the special connection. Moving the animals on.”

      “Encouraging them to come back,” Linda said.

      Drianne was only on the brink of understanding. But before she could ask anything else, the vet from Gary, Indiana broke in. Drianne had already forgotten his name. She thought of him as simply Gary.

      “Did you ever read about the Siberian fox study?” he asked.

      “You mean… about domestication?” she said.

      “Right,” Gary said. “Back in the 1950s a couple of Russian scientists captured hundreds
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