A TIME FOR LAWSUITS
by AMY BECHTEL

It’s hard to figure out patterns from very small samples.... 

* * * *

On Wednesday I made my weekly trip to the dump.

I had a much bigger load than usual, so I’d hitched the two-wheel flatbed trailer to my truck. This was the busy time of year for my veterinary clinic: springtime, which was calving season. Although I was seeing more and more small animals every year, I still loved my large-animal work best, and in spite of the hideous hours involved, calving season was my favorite time of year. I never got over the sheer delight of delivering a newborn calf and then watching it stagger to its feet for the very first time.

Of course there was a downside to the season, as evidenced by the load of dead calves and calf parts on my trailer. Some of my clients hadn’t called me until things had already turned disastrous, and I had delivered several dead calves and done several fetotomies this week, neither of which had been at all enjoyable. Cutting up a dead calf inside the cow’s uterus, and delivering it in pieces, is always a particularly gruesome procedure.

I swung around a corner onto the main street of town, mentally planning out the rest of my day. If I was quick at the dump, I’d have a few minutes left to eat lunch before the afternoon appointments began to arrive. Perhaps I’d get out of work on time this evening, and I could ask my assistant, Tegan, out for a proper sit-down restaurant dinner.

Someone was honking a horn, over and over again, and I lost all track of my plans. I looked around, wondering what all the commotion was about. A green car in the opposite lane swerved all the way to the curb while the driver waved a hand frantically in my direction. What the hell was going on? I looked out the left window and saw the trailer.

It was my trailer, the two-wheel flatbed loaded with dead calves, cruising serenely past me. I watched it in fascination. I had obviously not fastened the hitch properly, but by God I had balanced the load well. Even with only two wheels the trailer cruised along at a good clip, coming closer and closer to Donald Miller’s new truck lot. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t look away. The road sloped downhill just before the truck lot, and the trailer picked up an astonishing amount of speed before it passed cleanly between two parked cars, leaped the curb, and crashed into a brand-new red pickup. The contents of the trailer, conserving their momentum, flew off the flatbed and splattered over several more new trucks. For a few moments the sounds of rending metal and thudding bodies echoed in my ears.

Now I closed my eyes. Perhaps if I casually drove off, as if I had had nothing to do with this, no one would notice. “Calves?” I could say, if anyone happened to ask. “What calves?” Of course it would be hard to explain why the incriminating trailer was imprinted with the words DESERT SPRINGS ANIMAL HOSPITAL, MICHAEL CLAYTON DVM.

As the sounds died away, I slowly opened my eyes again. People were emerging from the truck lot’s salesroom, milling about like ants from a disturbed hill. I recognized Donald Miller himself, clad in an expensive-looking business suit with a stiff collar and tie. He looked in disbelief at the wreckage of his lot, and then purposefully began to stride toward me.

* * * *

I finally made it back to the clinic two hours later, only to find the waiting room crammed with irritated clients who had been kept waiting for much too long. Without stopping to breathe I grabbed the top file, opened it, and read the presenting complaint.

Dying, my receptionist Kami had written.

Oh, wonderful. Here I was, hours late to attend a dying pet. Hastily I scanned the chart. The owner’s name was Mrs. Collins; the dog, a three-year-old Great Dane, had the fanciful name of Althea. I steeled myself and called them into the exam room, hastily shutting the door on the waiting room full of angry glowering faces.

Althea bounded up to me, dragging Mrs. Collins by the leash, and leaped up to put her paws on my shoulders and lick my face. Mrs. Collins’ tugs on the leash were unproductive, but I finally managed to get Althea off my neck and onto all fours. She panted up at me, her eager tail pounding her owner’s legs.

She didn’t exactly look like she was dying. Apparently Kami had gotten a couple of the files mixed up—she was not the brightest receptionist in the world, and such things had happened before. I wondered which of the remaining patients really was dying, and how I could ensure that I would see that one next.

I cleared my throat and said, “So, Mrs. Collins, what is the problem with Althea?”
I was startled to see her burst into tears. “She’s dying, Dr. Clayton. She’s dying.”
I glanced back at Althea, who was now sitting at her owner’s feet. I had not often seen a healthier dog. Puzzled, I gave her a quick examination, and found everything to be utterly normal. Althea licked my face several more times before I escaped to the other side of the room.

“Can you help her?” Mrs. Collins looked at me mournfully. “Please tell me you can help her.”
“Well, you see, I’m not quite clear on what the problem is. Her physical exam is quite normal. What have you seen happening that makes you think she’s ill?”
“She’s not just ill. She’s dying.”
“But—what makes you think she’s dying?”
Mrs. Collins stared at me. “I read about it,” she said, “in a book on Great Danes. I can’t believe you don’t know about it.”
Just what had she been reading about? There were certainly many diseases and syndromes specific to the giant breeds, but Althea wasn’t showing signs of anything at all.

“Seven or eight years old, the book said,” Mrs. Collins went on. “Great Danes only live to be seven or eight years old.”
“Well yes, that’s often true with the giant breeds,” I said cautiously. “Compared to other dogs, they do have shorter life spans, although I’ve seen cases in which—”
“Althea is three, doctor. She only has four years left. You’ve got to cure her.”
I stood there helplessly, looking from Mrs. Collins to Althea. I certainly could not cure Althea of being a Great Dane. I picked up a box of tissues, led Mrs. Collins to a chair, and sat beside her. I must have spent a good twenty minutes explaining why I could do nothing to help Althea, but it was hard to tell if I ever got through to her. “Dogs simply don’t live as long as we do,” I said. “And the giant breeds have even shorter lives. But look at Althea. She’s enjoying her life to the fullest, and you should do the same. Don’t worry about what may happen in the future. Enjoy being with your dog today.”
When Mrs. Collins finally exited the room, I recoiled at the even more hostile glares from the waiting room. Sweating, I hurried out to get the next file from the alarmingly tall stack that was waiting for me. It was easier said than done, this business of not worrying about the future. I was already stressing over every single one of the impatient clients in the clinic.

As I picked up the next file, my assistant Tegan whispered, “Did you really splatter calf parts all over Donald Miller’s truck lot?”
“Yes.” I sighed and opened the next file. The owner was Mrs. Gallegos; her dog, Fluffy, was a nineteen-year-old toy poodle with heart disease. I’d seen her regularly over the last few years, and Fluffy had been doing well on medications. But now the present complaint was entered not as a recheck or a medication refill, but as dying.

“Isn’t Donald Miller the one who brought that dying cat in last month?” Tegan went on. “The one with pyothorax?”
“Yes.” I remembered the incident vividly. Mr. Miller had brought in an emaciated cat in severe respiratory distress that had obviously been critically ill for some time. It had died on the table while I was examining it, and Mr. Miller had accused me of murdering his pet. It hadn’t been a happy experience.

“Oh my,” Tegan said. “This will be interesting.” She was trying to look sympathetic, but her eyes were bright with mirth. In spite of everything this cheered me, because Tegan had been sunk in gloom ever since she had returned from a recent leave of absence. It was good to see her smile.

I called Mrs. Gallegos and Fluffy into the exam room. Mrs. Gallegos held the little poodle close while I listened to Fluffy’s heart and lungs. Fluffy’s long-standing heart murmur had worsened, and there was increased fluid in her lungs. My pleasure with Tegan’s mood evaporated. This time, Kami had been right.

I pulled the stethoscope away from my ears and stroked Fluffy’s head. “Well, Mrs. Gallegos, she is getting worse.”
“Then does she need a stronger medication, doctor?”
I looked back at the chart, assessing the treatment she was already on. If I increased the dose of theophylline, there might possibly be some improvement, but there wasn’t much else I could do.

“Yes, we can increase the dose and she might feel a bit better, but you’ve got to realize, Fluffy doesn’t have much time left. She’s nineteen years old, after all. She can’t go on forever.”
I remembered, all too clearly, the day I had diagnosed Fluffy’s heart condition. Mrs. Gallegos had stared at me blankly for a time, and had then said, “You have to save her, Dr. Clayton. She can’t die. She’s all the love I have in the world.” I had glanced involuntarily at her gold wedding band, and she’d said, “Yes, I’m married. But Fluffy’s all the love I have in the world.”
I had not known what to say then, and I didn’t know what to say now. I could have made some fumbling comment about marriage counseling or perhaps a new puppy, but these phrases seemed utterly inadequate in the face of what Mrs. Gallegos was about to lose. I did finally suggest grief counseling, but she only looked at me silently, and held Fluffy tighter. I was twitching by the time I sent Fluffy and her mistress home, and when I picked up the next file and saw that the presenting complaint was dying, I nearly screamed.

By the time I had seen all the afternoon appointments it was almost nine o’clock at night. I had seen two more pets that really were dying, and euthanized one of them, and all I wanted to do was go home and collapse. But even as I headed for the front door, to finally lock it for the night, Ernest Davenport’s battered old car pulled into the parking lot. The driver’s door flew open and Ernest scrambled out of the car, clutching a small dog in his arms.

Ernest Davenport was one of my more peculiar clients. He lived somewhere out in the desert, where he was frequently visited by aliens and giant talking birds, and he kept a herd of dogs, all of which seemed to be dachshund crosses of one sort or another. The dogs ran wild, coming into contact regularly with rattlesnakes, cacti, and coyotes, but their numbers never diminished as there were always new puppies being born. And Ernest Davenport was absolutely, totally devoted to each and every dog.

“Oh, Dr. Clayton! I’m so glad you’re still here! It’s Judy; she’s been snake bit.”
He put the little dog on the exam table, where she lay utterly still. Judy had very short legs and a wiry brown coat, and her face was enormously swollen. A pair of classic fang marks on her nose oozed bloody serum, confirming Ernest’s diagnosis. I had to struggle to find a heartbeat, which was faint and very, very slow.

“Can you save her, doc?” Ernest whispered.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m afraid she’s very far gone. I can try to treat her, but she’ll probably still die, and you know how much the antivenin costs.”
“Oh, you must try,” he said. “Cost is no object.”
With many of my clients this phrase means, “Cost is no object because I don’t plan to pay you anyway,” but Ernest always paid. His car was ancient, his clothes were shabby, and he was very far past retirement age, but he always paid his vet bill.

“When did this happen?” I asked, as I hunted for the cephalic vein. Dachshund crosses don’t tend to have good veins at any time, and Judy’s were terrible.

“I don’t know,” Ernest said, hanging his head. “Oh, why didn’t I go home earlier? I was away all day, looking for aliens, and when I got home I found her like this. She could have been lying there for hours.”
I clipped the fur on Judy’s leg, doused the site with alcohol, and tightened the tourniquet. Was that faint blue shadow a vein? Tegan came in with the antivenin, and I motioned her to hold the dog’s leg at a better angle. Miraculously the catheter slipped into the miniscule vein, and I quickly taped it in place. Tegan handed me the antivenin, mixed and ready to administer, and Kami entered the room with Ernest’s thick file in her hand.

“Mr. Davenport?” she said. “We don’t have a file on Judy, so I need some information. How old is she?”
“Well let me think,” Ernest said, watching as I slowly injected the antivenin. “Her great-grandmother was Sapphire. You remember Sapphire, of course. She wasn’t raised in a healthy environment, you know; I didn’t get her till she was five. All those years around computers and fluorescent lights, with no magnets at all ... no wonder she died so young.” He shook his head darkly, looking up at my fluorescent lights with a disapproving frown.

“But, how old is Judy?”
“Sapphire had her litters, of course, and Diamond was the very best of her pups, born on my place and healthy till the day she died; oh such a tragedy, the day those coyotes came down from the hills.”
I was concentrating on the task before me, only half listening. Poor Kami was never going to find out anything about Judy, but today it wasn’t going to matter. Judy’s pulse was fading away. I picked up my stethoscope and checked for her heartbeat. It was so faint I could barely find it, and even as I listened it stopped. It had all been too late, as I’d thought, though I’d gladly have been wrong this time.

I put down the stethoscope and looked at Ernest, who stared back with tearful eyes. “Thank you for trying, doc,” he said hoarsely. “Thank you.” He put a hand in his pocket, extracted some crumpled twenty-dollar bills, and put them on the table. He picked up Judy, holding her tight against his chest, and walked slowly out to his car.

I couldn’t help contrasting this ragged and somewhat psychotic man with the truck dealer Donald Miller, who had brought me a cat in similar condition and accused me of murder when it had died on the table.

Not that I wanted to think about Mr. Miller. In the press of the afternoon’s events I’d almost forgotten about my little accident. Now it all came back to me with awful clarity, the splatter of calf bodies and calf parts in what seemed to be Technicolor and surround-sound, with Mr. Miller at the front shouting lawsuit at the top of his lungs.

I locked the front door and went back to the exam room to help Tegan clean up. There was always something particularly depressing about putting things away after a death, disposing of antivenin bottles, needles, and catheters, all of which had proved to be useless. Tegan was very quiet. Watching her, I realized how much I missed her bright cheerfulness, the way she had once hummed or whistled as she worked. I even missed the vivid magenta spikes of her old hairstyle.

We worked side by side until the chaos of the emergency was cleared away. Then Tegan sat down on a chair, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She was so beautiful. She looked like an angel, even though she wore loose jeans, sturdy boots, and an iodine-stained smock. She had been letting her hair grow out, and soft black waves now fell nearly to her shoulders. She was thinner than she’d once been, and had dark circles beneath her eyes. I realized anew how much I loved her. What had happened while she’d been gone on her leave of absence? I had asked before, but she’d said she wasn’t ready to talk about it, so I’d let it drop. I wondered if it was time to ask again. Probably not. Instead, I asked about her dog.

“So how is Mick doing?”
“Better, since he’s been spending days at my friend Hannah’s place. He plays with her puppy all day; it wears them both out, thank goodness. Wish I had a bigger yard. I ought to start looking for another place, but I’m afraid anything with a nice yard will be out of my price range.”
If we pooled our resources and moved in together, we’d be able to afford a place with a yard—but no, this wasn’t the time to say it. “It’s too bad about Ernest’s little dog,” I said instead.

Tegan nodded. “You know, Ernest is a very strange man,” she observed.

I nodded. This was certainly true.

“The man’s seen aliens,” Tegan said, “he’s seen a glowing aura around people who’ve been in Los Alamos, he’s sure that electrical lines are deadly and that magnets can work miracles, he sees giant talking birds that accompany the spirits of his dead dogs to heaven...”
“He may really be seeing those birds,” I put in. “Vultures are big and his dogs are all small.”
Tegan grimaced. “And sometimes I wonder about all the rest,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be interesting if all those crazy things he believes should turn out to be true?”
I opened my mouth to make a derisive comment, and then shut it again. I had, after all, seen stranger things with my own eyes. Who knew, really, what Ernest Davenport had seen?

* * * *

The next day started well enough. I castrated three horses and vaccinated a trailer-load of cattle, and large-animal work always made me happy. And best of all, not one of these animals was dying. I had just finished with the cattle, and was making sure Aaron cleaned the squeeze chute and swing-around properly, when Kami came hurrying out to the barn.

“Dr. Clayton,” she said, “there’s somebody from your insurance company on the phone. He said it was very important.”
“Oh.” I sighed. Oh well, I had been expecting it. I picked up the barn extension, trying to keep one eye on Aaron, who tended to wander away from work when he was not under close supervision. “Dr. Clayton speaking,” I said.

“Hello, doctor. This is Roger Slate with the Western States Insurance Group. I’m calling to find out more about this incident involving, let me see, Mr. Donald Miller. It appears he’s filed a claim against you.”
“Oh. Yes. He did say he would.”
“Could you tell me in your own words what happened?”
God, this was embarrassing. “I was on my way to the dump,” I explained, “and I had a load of dead calves on the flatbed trailer. And—ha-ha!—apparently I didn’t fasten the hitch correctly. The trailer got away from me and went right into the truck lot; it’s incredible really because the flatbed’s a two-wheeler, and can you imagine the odds of it being balanced so well it didn’t just crash when the hitch came off?”
I paused, and there was a long silence. Unnerved, I went on. “But it was an accident, of course. Purely an accident.”
Another long silence. I was about to start another panicked monologue when Mr. Slate said, “Um, I see. But what about the cat?”
“Cat? Oh no, no, no. Calves. There were calves on the trailer. No cats.”
“No cats. I see. And these calves—”
“Dead. All of them. Or dismembered. Of course those were dead as well.”
“Ah.” Another long silence.

“It really was an accident,” I blundered on. “And I’m sorry about the damages, but since it was an accident, that really couldn’t be helped; I mean that’s why they call it an accident, isn’t it? I certainly didn’t mean for anything to happen to Mr. Miller’s property in particular.”
“Well,” Mr. Slate said, “that’s very interesting, Dr. Clayton. I believe I’ll have my supervisor get back in touch with you later. Thank you for your time.”
Well, that had certainly been an odd conversation. I hung up the phone and went to chase down Aaron, who had left all the castration instruments, unwashed, on the counter.

In the afternoon I got called out to two calvings, both of which went smoothly and resulted in live calves. I did love a nice calving, and practically speaking, I was just as glad not to have any more dead calves that would have to be hauled off. Maybe I’d be able to put off the next dump run for a while—just thinking about it made me nervous. That insurance agent had been awfully strange, too. Why had he asked that odd question about cats?

Oh.

Donald Miller must have filed a claim about his dead cat, from last month. I had blurted out all sorts of information about the wrong incident. No wonder there had been so many awkward silences.

When I pulled in to the clinic Kami was waiting with a message from another insurance agent, Karl Jones. Undoubtedly this was Mr. Slate’s supervisor, seeking clarification. Without even pausing to check on Aaron’s progress, I hurried to the phone and punched in the number.

“Good afternoon,” said the voice on the other end. “This is Karl Jones.”
“Oh, hello. This is Dr. Michael Clayton, returning your call.”
“Oh yes. Thank you, doctor. I was calling about the incident involving Mr. Donald Miller, who has filed a claim against you. Could I ask you to tell me what occurred?”
“Yes, of course. Mr. Miller brought in his cat in a moribund state. The cat was in terrible shape, with a severe case of pyothorax. Labored breathing, high fever, chest full of purulent material. Whatever the man’s told you, his cat didn’t get into that condition overnight. When he brought it in it was very nearly dead. All I had time to do was pull out my stethoscope and check the breathing, and the cat died right there on the table. And personally I think I have a lot more cause for complaint than Mr. Miller does. The man immediately began shouting at me, accusing me of murder, when it was Mr. Miller himself who caused his cat’s death by letting it get into such a condition. The situation was completely hopeless by the time he brought the cat to me.”
I paused, and there was another long silence that was becoming all too familiar. At last Mr. Jones said, “Ah—murder? I don’t see any mention of that in the complaint.”
“Well, that’s what he said, whether he admits it or not.”
“I see.” Another long silence. “So, how did Mr. Miller’s truck get wrecked?”
“Truck?” I said in a small voice. “I thought you wanted to know about his cat.”
“No. I don’t have anything here about a cat.” A short pause this time. “Just how many claims do you have filed against you, Dr. Clayton?”
I put down the phone, mortified, and put my head in my hands. Perhaps it hadn’t been so clever to put all my insurance policies together in one company, even though they had offered a discount. I wondered dismally how much my premiums were going to rise, and how many more lawsuits I would be dealing with by the end of the year.

When I lifted my head I found Tegan in the doorway of my office, looking hesitant. “Michael?” she said. “There’s no more appointments today, and I wondered if you’d mind if I went home early. I’m feeling tired.”
This was so unlike Tegan that I couldn’t think of a thing to say. It would have been par for the course for Aaron, who had once spilled soda on his carpet at midnight and had been too worn out by the ensuing scrubbing to come into work the next day. But Tegan was never tired. She was always bright and enthusiastic and eager to work. That is—she had been, once. She wasn’t anymore.

“Oh, I meant to tell you,” Tegan said. “I was going to order PDS suture today, but I found out that the Maxon is a lot cheaper. Would you be okay with using that instead?”
“What?” I stared at her stupidly.

“The Maxon’s a lot cheaper. Should I order it instead?”
“That would be fine,” I said. “Tegan, what’s wrong?”
She looked startled. “With the Maxon?”
“No. With you. Can’t you tell me?”
“With me? Nothing’s wrong with me.”
“But you’ve been so depressed lately. I’ve been worried.”
“Oh, Michael. I’m just tired, that’s all. You don’t need to be worried.” She turned to go. “Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I sat there in my office, staring into space for another fifteen minutes. I had phone calls to make, bills to pay, charts to write in, and Aaron to supervise, but instead I sat and tried to analyze Tegan’s behavior since she’d returned from her leave of absence. Was she really depressed, or was she just trying to keep some distance between us? We’d been in a romantic relationship when she’d left, but now that seemed to have disappeared. She’d gone out with me a few times since she’d returned, for dinner or a movie, but she had been quiet and distant at those times, as if her thoughts were far away. Was it me? Was it her? Was it something that had happened while she’d been gone?

“Dr. Clayton?” Kami said brightly, leaning into my office. “Howard Winston is on the phone. He says he has an emergency.”
A chill fear settled over me, driving away even thoughts of Tegan, and I closed the door behind Kami and stared at the blinking phone. Howard Winston was one of my closest friends, and a devoted client, but I always dreaded his calls. In addition to horses, cattle, lizards, tortoises, and hermit crabs, Howard kept some very strange pets. A family of sea monsters lived in a large stock pond on his property, and although I was very fond of them—they were delightful creatures—it was hellish trying to provide them with veterinary care. They were a completely unknown species, and every time I treated them I had to rely on extrapolation, intuition, and guesswork, which was not the way I liked to work at all. Howard kept the monsters’ existence a closely guarded secret, and would not allow me to consult with anyone else. With the sea monsters, I was on my own. And Howard had told Kami he had an emergency.

Praying that something was wrong with one of Howard’s horses, I picked up the phone.

“Oh, Michael,” Howard said anxiously. “I’m so glad you’re there. Can you come out to my place? It’s Curious; he’s really gotten hurt this time, and it’s just the most awful mess.”
My heart sank. Not a horse, but a monster, and my favorite monster at that. And judging from Howard’s shaky voice, the injuries must be serious.

“What happened, Howard?”
“I don’t know, but it looks like he was caught in some sort of cave-in, and he looks terrible, Michael, just terrible.”
My hand froze on the phone. Another major surgery on a monster—my worst nightmare—and it sounded as if Curious might die.

“What are you doing, Howard?” The faint voice was coming over the phone: Lynda, Howard’s wife. “You’ll give Michael a heart attack. Didn’t you tell him it was just a laceration?”
“But it looks so awful, honey,” Howard protested. “Um, Michael, Lynda says it isn’t really that bad. But it looks terrible.”
Lynda had once worked for me, and was a world of difference from Kami. She could be trusted to know what was serious and what was not. I managed to start breathing again, and banished the visions I’d been having of Curious’s death.

“All right, Howard,” I said. “I’ll be straight out.”
* * * *

I called Tegan, thinking she would want to come with me, but she didn’t answer, and the machine didn’t pick up. Either she wasn’t home yet, or she’d gone straight to bed with the phone turned off. Well, as long as major surgery wasn’t involved, Lynda would be able to give me all the assistance I would need with Curious. But it was going to be strange, driving the long road to Howard’s ranch alone.

* * * *

The sun was starting to get low on the horizon by the time I coaxed my truck around the last hairpin turn on Howard’s horrendous ranch road. The truck jounced and jerked to a stop near the sea monsters’ hidden pool. Howard and Lynda were waiting for me there.

“I’m so glad you could come, Michael,” Howard said, blinking behind his glasses and peering past me. “But where’s Tegan?”
“Ah, she didn’t come with me. She was tired; she went home early today.”
“Tired?” Lynda said blankly. “Tegan?”
“Is she all right?” Howard asked anxiously. “That really doesn’t seem like her.”
“I know,” I said. “But that’s what she said. She was tired, she needed to go home early. Now, let’s go have a look at Curious.”
Howard and Lynda exchanged worried glances, but let the matter drop.

* * * *

All the monsters were delighted to see me, especially Curious. He plunged into the shallows and crawled half onto the bank, holding out a fin for me to grasp. He didn’t really look as if he had been in a cave-in, but his huge spherical body was patterned with scrapes and scratches, and there was a long nasty-looking gash that ran alongside his blowhole. Perhaps he had been trying to get through an underwater passage that he had outgrown, thinking that he was still a smaller creature? I had a sudden sharp pang of nostalgia, remembering when I had carried all ten of the monsters around in a bucket. Now, Curious was more than twice as big as I was.

I examined him carefully, from his whiskery wrinkled face to his three-pronged tail, and breathed a sigh of relief. Lynda had been right. Curious’ laceration looked dramatic but was actually superficial. I already knew that Curious could handle local anesthesia with no problem, so all I had to worry about was keeping him still through what promised to be a long and tedious suture job.

I took a new grip on his fin, trying to convey to him what I would need to do. Touch provided some degree of communication with the monsters; we could pick up on each other’s emotions, but unfortunately that was all. I longed to ask him what in the world had happened to him, but as was true with so many of my patients, I would undoubtedly never find out. And he didn’t seem to be at all concerned about his injuries. Through his touch I could detect pain, but it seemed mild, in the background. More strongly I could feel his trust in me, along with an odd feeling of maturity, or solemnity, which was not something I had felt from the lively and troublesome Curious before.

The other monsters floated nearby, watching as I started work on Curious’s laceration. Lynda sat on the bank beside me, her feet in the water, passing me instruments and suture. Curious had rolled obligingly onto his side, so that I could more easily reach my work area, and it would be hard to imagine a more cooperative veterinary patient. He let out a low click or a whistle from time to time, but stayed admirably still. Lynda, who was visibly pregnant now, shifted position more often than he did.

“When’s the due date?” I asked her, tying off a suture.

“Four more months,” she said. “Four more long months.” She looked at the watching monsters and gave an envious sigh. “The monsters have it so easy. You can’t even tell when they’re pregnant, and they only have to lay those tiny little eggs.”
“Lots of tiny little eggs,” Howard reminded her. He was sitting a little higher up the bank, studiously not watching me work. “After they hatch you have to raise ten babies, not just one.” He shuddered, obviously remembering the time he’d spent bottle-feeding his family of monsters after their parents had died.

“Well, there is that,” Lynda said. “I wonder how Caddy and Megamouth are getting on?”
I wondered that too. Caddy and Megamouth, two of the monsters, had mated last year, and had then moved out with the resulting offspring. None of us had any idea where they’d gone. There were vast water-filled caverns below ground here, connected with a maze of watery passages, some, apparently, too small for a very large monster to pass through. I didn’t know how far the underground network extended, but I suspected that it was very far indeed. Caddy and Megamouth and their family could be almost anywhere.

* * * *

After an hour’s steady work, I finished suturing Curious’s laceration. “That’s it then,” I said, struggling stiffly to my feet. Curious, looking as relieved as I felt, rolled gratefully into the water and swam out to his siblings. They splashed and touched noses, but didn’t start any furious play. Were they being restrained because of Curious’s injury, or was it something else? I remembered the odd solemn maturity I’d felt from Curious, and wondered.

Lynda gathered my dirty instruments, wrapped them in a towel, and put them in my bag. “Here you are, Michael,” she said. “Thank you so much. Would you like to stay for dinner? We’re grilling steaks, and there’s peach cobbler for dessert.”
Ah, dinner. I was starving, my back ached, and my feet were sopping wet. I pictured myself at Howard and Lynda’s table, with a fire crackling nearby and delicious food piled high on my plate.

“Yes, please,” I said happily, and my pager went off.

Not now, I thought, but there was nothing for it. I steeled myself and reached for my cell phone, hoping this would be something simple, like a puppy that had lost a baby tooth or a cat with an abscess. After an hour’s drive and an hour’s hard labor, surely I deserved a few minutes to eat. Nervously I punched in the number and waited.

“Hello, Dr. Clayton? This is Ernest. Ernest Davenport.” The man’s voice was anxious, and I groaned inwardly. Since Ernest had no phone, and had to trek to a neighbor’s to use one, his calls were rarely about trivial problems.

“Hello, Ernest,” I said with a sigh. “How can I help you?”
There was a long pause. Then Ernest whispered, “I don’t know if I should tell you over the phone.”
“I see,” I said blankly. “Is there a problem with one of your dogs?”
“No, no. Nothing like that. My dogs are fine.”
I tried to remember if Ernest had any other pets besides his dogs. He’d only brought dachshund crosses, one after the other, to see me, but of course I had no idea what sort of other creatures he might have at home. “Well,” I said, “I’m glad nothing’s wrong with your dogs. Do you have some other emergency?”
“I don’t know. I just don’t know.” Ernest took a deep breath. “Dr. Clayton, I need for you to come out to my place.”
“You do?” I said, astonished. Ernest had never divulged his address to me, in spite of Kami’s efforts, and Lynda’s before her, claiming that this was private and confidential information.

“Yes,” Ernest said, “but you’ve got to come alone.”
“Okay, I’ll come alone, but can’t you tell me something about what’s going on?”
“No. I have to show you; it’s the only way.”
“Okay,” I said, resigned.

“And don’t bring any fluorescent lights. Or cell phones.”
“Ernest, I have to bring my cell phone. I’m on call.”
“Oh.” There was a long silence, and I began to hope that he would tell me not to come after all. But instead he said, “Then I’d better adjust the magnets to account for it. Don’t bring any magnets either; it’ll upset the balance.”
“Um, right.” Did people often travel with fluorescent lights and magnets?

Finally, in a hoarse whisper, Ernest gave me directions to his home. It was about twenty miles away, more or less on the way back to my own apartment, which was at least some small comfort.

Lynda gazed at me sadly as I put my phone away. “Was that an emergency?” she asked.

I thought about it. “I’m not really sure,” I said at last. “That was Ernest Davenport. He wouldn’t tell me what was wrong; just that I needed to come out to his place.”
“Really! Out to his place? When did he decide to tell you where he lives?”
“Just now,” I said.

Lynda looked worried. “I suppose that means it’s not just an emergency, it’s a crisis,” she said. “I’m sorry you can’t stay for dinner.”
I was sorry too. But Lynda was right. Some sort of crisis was going on at Ernest’s place, and I needed to be there.

* * * *

I drove back down Howard’s potholed road to the highway, which I followed for some miles until I came to a turnoff behind a crumbling old green storage shed. From there Ernest’s directions grew more vague, as the landmarks he had described were almost impossible to find in the gathering darkness, and I had to backtrack several times when I ran into dead ends. I was not in a good temper when I finally rolled up to the tiny travel-trailer Ernest called home.

The trailer looked dark and uninhabited, but it had to be the right place. Was Ernest still on his way back from the neighbor’s house where he had made the phone call? A man like Ernest might have to travel a long way before he found someone who would open a door to him, after all. But no, his car was here, parked close by the trailer. He had to be home. So where the hell was he? Surely he’d heard me drive up; it wasn’t as if there was any other traffic. He really ought to have the courtesy to come out and greet me. Annoyed, I got out of the truck and slammed the door behind me.

But it was hard to stay in an evil mood once I was out of the truck. The air was cool and crisp, and the mountains looked mysterious in the light of the rising half moon. A coyote howled nearby, its voice wavering up into the sky. The half moon was huge and yellow, shining through a thin and patchy layer of cloud. I sighed happily. I did so love the desert at night.

Suddenly, another coyote howled, much closer, and I jumped. But no, it wasn’t a coyote; it was a dog, a little dog with short legs. It appeared around the corner of the trailer, fixed its gaze on me, and growled.

“Save it,” I told the dog, laughing. “You really aren’t very frightening.”
Approximately forty-nine other little short-legged dogs suddenly appeared beside the first one, and I gulped. There was an outbreak of massive growling, followed by a riot of barking, and then the whole mass of little short-legged dogs charged toward me. I blinked in disbelief, and then ran for the truck in blind panic. I was almost there when I tripped on a cactus and fell, jarring the breath from my body and all coherent thought from my mind. All I could think of was how the obituary would read: LOCAL VETERINARIAN KILLED BY WIENER DOGS. Then I heard a gun fire. It went off twice more, and the yammering barking abruptly stopped. I lifted my face out of the dirt and saw all the little dogs slinking away into the darkness. Ernest casually holstered his gun and offered me a hand.

“Thanks for coming, doc,” he said, watching the lurking dogs affectionately. “Aren’t they the sweetest little things?”
“Er, well, they don’t seem to like me very much. I suppose they don’t get many visitors.”
“Oh, they like you fine,” Ernest explained. “They get a bit enthusiastic, especially at feeding times, but all I’ve got to do is fire a few shots into the ground and they settle right down.”
“Oh.” I contemplated this. Apparently, Ernest experienced this behavior every day. Perhaps the little dogs had been rushing to greet me rather than chasing me down to kill me, but it was difficult to be sure.

“Anyway, I’ve got to show you what I called you about. It’s this way.”
He headed off, but I balked at this. “Now wait a minute, Ernest. You’ve got to give me something to go on here. How else will I know what to bring with me?”
“Ah, you’re right,” Ernest said. “Well then. It started back when Delilah had that litter of pups—Patches was one of them, you’ll remember her—and I was putting a bit more aluminum on the trailer walls; I’m sure you know how important that is. You really should consider putting some of it up at your clinic; I’d be glad to help.”
“That’s very kind of you, Ernest, but I really need to know what’s going on.”
“Yes, of course you do. So I was putting up the aluminum, and a flying saucer flew over. You should have seen the dogs then! I’ve never seen them so excited. We all watched the saucer until it went away, and then I went back to the aluminum, and it was just a month later that Mindy’s pups were born, and poor Rascal got taken by the coyotes.”
“That’s very interesting, Ernest, but you were going to tell me why you called me out here tonight.”
Ernest gave me a hurt look. “I am telling you, doc. Now, Mindy had seven pups as you’ll remember, and one of them was Topaz; you saw him back when he had that awful infection on his foot. Well, Topaz grew up; he’s over a year now, and one day he just took off into the hills, all alone, and I thought I’d follow him. Topaz, he’s like that; always off on his own. Do you think I should be concerned about that? Doesn’t seem natural. Dogs are meant to be pack animals, after all.”
“Well—”
“So I followed Topaz, and he took me right up to the alien. We talked for a bit, the alien and me, and she said she’d like to stay for a time, and I said that’d be fine, so she’s been over yonder and Topaz and me, we visit from time to time. And Topaz—Topaz! Where are you, boy? He was all frantic to go up there today, and we saw the alien and she was just lying there, not looking right at all, and she said I should call you, so I went down to a neighbor’s and did.”
I sighed. It seemed highly unlikely that an alien would have requested me by name, but it didn’t seem worthwhile to point this out to Ernest. “So, you want me to take a look at this, um, alien you’ve found.”
Ernest nodded. “She’s not looking well at all, doc. Just kind of floating on the surface, see, and I’ve not ever seen her do that before.”
“Floating?” I said hoarsely. “Floating? She lives in the water?”
“Yes, of course she does. Anything that big would have a hell of a time getting around on land, don’t you think?”
I nearly fainted. Ernest wasn’t hallucinating after all. He’d found one of Howard’s monsters—Caddy or Megamouth, who’d left Howard’s stock pond to set up housekeeping on their own. But he’d only described one creature, not two, and what about the baby monsters?

“Did you only see one?” I demanded. “Not two?”
Ernest looked startled. “Two? No, just the one.”
“What about babies? Have you seen any babies?”
“You mean baby aliens?” Ernest said uncertainly.

“Yes!”
“Well no, doc.”
I closed my eyes, fighting back fear. Anything could have happened to the others, anything, and the one Ernest had found was ill. Please, please, don’t let the others be dead, I whispered to myself. I grabbed the large-animal bag out of the truck, hoping it would have everything I needed, and turned to Ernest. “Show me where it is. Quickly. There’s not a moment to lose.”
Ernest, taken aback, did not seem to be able find anything to say. He nodded, pulled out a flashlight, and set off at a brisk pace, with one little short-legged dog at his heel. He glanced back often to look at me, and then quickly looked away. Clearly he was wondering if he really wanted to have this psychotic madman at his back.

We climbed a steep rocky hill, which would have been quite challenging enough in the daytime, and between my fear for the monsters and the effort of the climb, I was soon gasping for breath.

“Sure you don’t want to slow down, doc?” Ernest asked. Old as he was, he wasn’t the least bit winded, and neither was Topaz, whose legs were probably only two inches long. It really didn’t seem fair.

“No,” I croaked. “Keep going.”
The hill we climbed seemed endless, though according to my watch it took only twenty-five minutes to reach the top. On the other side of the hill the moonlight shone on a deep gully, and I saw the glint of water. I scrambled down the far slope at Ernest’s heels, and came to a stop at the water’s edge.

A large dark shape was floating near the bank. “Caddy?” I whispered. I knelt, slapping the water gently. “Megamouth?” The dark shape moved, and a slender head with huge limpid eyes turned to look at me.

It wasn’t Caddy or Megamouth. It wasn’t a sea monster at all. It was, in fact, something even stranger.

* * * *

For a moment I couldn’t even breathe. I’d seen this creature only twice before, and sometimes I managed to convince myself that I’d imagined both events. The only thing was, Howard had seen her too. We’d called her Stranger, because she was stranger even than the monsters. She was a good fifty feet long from nose to tail, slender and snakelike, with masses of fronds and streamers floating around her head, framing her great beautiful eyes.

That was all I knew about her, besides the fact that she was an egg-layer (on one occasion I’d helped her deliver an egg—an egg, sadly, with no life in it) and that she normally lived at much deeper levels. Seeing her at the surface probably meant that something was quite wrong.

I waded out to meet her, scarcely noticing the chill water rising over my boots and soaking into my jeans. “What is it, Stranger?” I asked softly.

Her gaze was fixed on me. I couldn’t see more than the first few feet of her; the rest of her body trailed away somewhere in the depths of the pool. “Is it an egg again? Do you need help?”
Stranger ducked her head beneath the water, then lifted it. She extended a flurry of long fronds toward me. In the fronds she held a large egg.

I froze. It’s never wise to come between a large animal and her baby, and I couldn’t imagine what Stranger wanted me to do. Obviously she had needed no help in laying the egg, as she had done before. Uncertainly I stood still, looking from the egg to Stranger’s eyes, and back again.

“Well, I’ll be,” Ernest murmured from behind me. “It is a baby alien.”
After a moment Stranger swam closer and tried to push the egg into my arms.

I recoiled. “I can’t! If your egg’s not alive, there’s nothing I can do,” I told her.

“Oh, the egg’s alive,” Ernest commented from the bank.

“What?” I said, fending off the egg as Stranger pushed it toward me again.

“It’s alive. She wants you to hold it, doc.”
“What? How do you know that?” Suddenly the egg was in my arms, and I clutched at it. It felt warm, and faintly resilient, nothing like the dead egg I’d handled so long ago. It was alive. But why in the world was Stranger giving the egg to me? I had no idea what it needed in order to hatch. And I was worried about Stranger herself; I wanted to examine her, but I could hardly do that with an egg in my arms. What could possibly be wrong with her? Was she ill? Injured? Had completing the gestation of the egg debilitated her to this extent?

Helplessly I stood there in the water, holding the egg. When I stepped toward the bank, Stranger quickly moved past me and gently pushed me back into the water beside her. This made no sense at all. She was insistent that I hold the egg, but just as adamant that I not take it away. I pictured myself still standing in the same spot in a week’s time. No, I’d never make it. The egg was heavy, and my arms were already growing tired.

The air that had seemed so fresh and bracing when I’d gotten out of the truck now seemed fierce and chill. I stood waist deep in the cold water, shivering, feeling a stir of envy directed at Ernest, who sat on the bank, warm and dry, with the little dog Topaz in his lap.

Long minutes passed. The cold was seeping into my bones, and my arms were beginning to go into spasms. But just when I thought I couldn’t hold the egg a minute longer, Stranger deftly plucked it from my grasp and slipped slowly down into the water.

“Wait!” I cried out, floundering after her. “You’re ill, Stranger. Let me have a look at you! Maybe there’s something I can do.”
Stranger’s great eyes gazed at me as she slipped away, out of sight and out of reach. I was left alone in the water, shaking with cold and completely bewildered.

What in the world did she want from me?

This question kept me awake half the night and was all I could think of on the drive to work the next day, but my first two clients nearly drove all thoughts of Stranger from my mind.

My first client was young Danny Vigil, whose Golden Retriever, Blossom, had been in on Monday with a laceration on her side. She was back today because she’d chewed out half the sutures.

“I’ll have to keep her and stitch that back up, Danny,” I said. “And then I’m afraid she’ll need to wear a hood.”
“You mean one of those lampshades?” Danny asked.

“That’s right. Now, I can fit her in with the morning surgeries, so you can pick her up this afternoon if you like.”
“Sure.” Danny hesitated, then said, “Dr. Clayton?”
“Yes?”
“My roommate said I ought to sue you over this.” His voice was so casual and amiable, it took me a moment to realize what he’d said.

“Excuse me?” I said faintly.

“I just wanted to check and make sure I can still keep bringing Blossom here if I do.” He smiled.

“You want to sue me and keep coming here as a client?”
Danny nodded hopefully. I explained, as calmly as I could manage, that under the circumstances this would not be an option. He left looking disappointed, but without actually saying whether he was going to sue or not, and as I led Blossom back to the kennels, I pictured getting yet another call from an insurance agent, who would want to know how many claims I had filed against me now.

My second client, Mrs. Anderson, had brought in a Pomeranian puppy for a check-up.

“Here’s what I’m concerned about,” she said, efficiently prying open the puppy’s mouth. “See? The teeth don’t line up properly, do they? And that will cause all sorts of dental problems later in life, won’t it?”
Carefully I began to examine the puppy’s teeth, gently opening and closing its mouth to check the bite. There was a very slight misalignment, but it was almost undetectable.

“And this gives me good cause to sue the breeder, doesn’t it?” Mrs. Anderson went on, without pausing for breath.

I twitched at the word sue, but at least this time it wasn’t aimed at me.

“Well,” I said, trying to sound soothing, “it’s true that the teeth are slightly misaligned, but it’s extremely mild, and it’s doubtful that it will ever cause a problem. I shouldn’t think there’d be any need for a lawsuit.”
Mrs. Anderson’s eyes narrowed. “No need for a lawsuit? No need? That breeder sold me damaged merchandise.”
I looked down at the puppy, and it panted cheerfully up at me. Damaged merchandise? “Surely you could simply return the puppy, if you aren’t satisfied, and get your money back,” I suggested.

She snorted. “I don’t think so. That breeder knew this puppy was defective when she sold it to me. Getting my money back would hardly be sufficient.” She turned back to me. “And I don’t see how you can take this defect so lightly. Dismissing it and saying it probably won’t cause harm. You don’t know that for a fact, do you?”
A fine tension hummed in the air as I finished the puppy’s exam and pronounced it healthy. Mrs. Anderson gave me a very dubious look, rolling her eyes and shaking her head at my diagnosis. “I can’t imagine how you can justify saying that,” she said, “but I haven’t got time to get into it right now. I have to be at court at ten o’clock.” She picked up her purse and her puppy. “I do like to schedule my lawsuits for Fridays, you see. I find that the judges are more likely to rule for me on Fridays.”
She marched out, and I wondered if I was about to have a fourth claim filed against me. What was going on in the world today? Mrs. Anderson apparently made her living off of lawsuits, and even otherwise friendly people like Danny Vigil thought a casual lawsuit was a good idea. Maybe I should just close the clinic now and save myself a lot of trouble. There was no doubt about it; litigation was becoming far too common.

I was hesitant to enter the exam room with the next client, since the insurance company might well drop me if I got a fifth claim, but I managed to get through the rest of the morning’s appointments without any more mention of suits. During the morning surgeries I told Tegan all about the first two unnerving incidents, and then, as the shock wore off, I remembered to tell her about Stranger.

“She just wanted you to hold the egg?” Tegan asked.

I nodded.

“That’s so odd. I wish I’d been there.”
“I wish you had been too. It was quite an evening, between that and Curious’s injury.”
I was resuturing Blossom’s wound, and trying not to think about her owner. Truly, in many ways animals were much easier to understand than people were. Even Curious made more sense than Danny Vigil did.

Or did he?

I dropped my needle holders and thumb forceps, hardly noticing when they clattered to the floor.

“Michael? What is it?” Tegan was already pulling out another set of sterile instruments for me.

“I just thought of something. Curious. He wasn’t distressed about anything. Neither were the other monsters. And last time Stranger was ill, they were all nearly frantic. It doesn’t make sense.”
Tegan looked puzzled. “Then maybe Stranger isn’t really that ill. Maybe that means she’ll be fine.”
I shook my head. “No. If you’d seen her—no. She really is that ill.” I took the fresh instruments and set back to work on Blossom. “And I’ll bet Curious got hurt trying to go and see her. Maybe there really was a cave-in sometime, and he couldn’t get through.”
“But then why wasn’t he upset?”
I shook my head again, baffled.

“Do you think Stranger is trapped then, at Ernest’s place?” Tegan asked.

I thought of that underwater labyrinth, which Howard and I had once explored with diving gear. There were tunnels and passages everywhere.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “She may be cut off from Howard’s pond, but there ought to be lots of other places she could go. I think she stayed there because she liked Ernest. They seem to understand each other.”
Ernest had blithely mentioned having conversations with Stranger, which I had dismissed out of hand along with his flying saucers. But what if those conversations had been real? Maybe Stranger had requested me by name.

“Dr. Clayton?”
I started, nearly dropping my instruments again. It was Kami.

“Excuse me,” she said, “but there’s an emergency here.”
* * * *

I was even more startled when I found that the emergency was none other than Ernest Davenport himself, sitting on a chair in the exam room with a small cardboard box in his lap. His face was ashen, and he looked ill.

“What’s happened, Ernest?” I asked.

“It’s Tootsie’s first litter,” he said hoarsely, looking down at the box. “She wouldn’t feed them—kept trying to get away from them—I put her in a box with them so she’d have to take care of them—my fault—”
“Take it easy, Ernest,” I said. “Here, let me see.”
I took the box from him and looked inside. Three newborn puppies lay on a rumpled towel, mewling and squirming. Two of them looked fine. The third struggled feebly to move, bleeding freely from a completely severed hind leg. I pulled the injured puppy out of the box to examine it more closely, and Tegan gasped, and turned pale as a sheet.

“Tootsie’s a good dog,” Ernest said miserably. “Always has been. But she wouldn’t have anything to do with her pups. There were five, you know. She killed the other two. Why would she do that, doc? Why would she turn against them?”
“It just happens sometimes, Ernest,” I said, putting pressure on the gaping wound. “It was her first litter, you said. She probably just didn’t understand what was happening, and didn’t know what the puppies were. If this happens again with one of your dogs, you’ll want to separate them and bottle-feed the pups. Or at least only put them with the mother to nurse when you can supervise them.”
“But I thought mother dogs always knew what to do,” Ernest said. “All my other dogs did.”
“Most of them do know. But some dogs just aren’t cut out to be mothers, Ernest. It isn’t Tootsie’s fault, but it would really be best not to breed her again.” I stopped, thinking of that freewheeling interbreeding mass of wiener dogs. There was no way Tootsie was going to avoid being bred in that environment. Would Ernest let me spay her? He’d always refused my spay-and-neuter advice before, with much the same polite but dismissive attitude that I expressed toward magnets and aluminum.

“What about this little one, doc? Has it got any hope?”
“Maybe,” I answered doubtfully. The external damage was severe, and there might be internal injuries as well. “I’ll do what I can, Ernest.”
In the treatment room Tegan assisted me with the injured pup, standing white faced and silent while I tied off blood vessels and sutured the tiny stump of the leg. When we were finished she washed the instruments just as silently, but slowly the color began to come back into her face, and she looked better. As I put together a package of puppy formula and bottles for Ernest to take home, I wondered what had been wrong. Blood did not bother Tegan, and she had dealt with plenty of injured puppies, but something about this case seemed to have disturbed her deeply.

Ernest looked horrified when I presented him with the bottles and formula. “You have to feed them how often? For how long?” he said, aghast. “I don’t know, doc. I don’t think I can do it; I really don’t.” He was practically shaking with distress.

I sighed, mentally saying good-bye to sleep for the next week. “Never mind then, Ernest. I’ll see to them.”
“Thank you, doc,” Ernest said gratefully. “Thank you. You don’t know how much this means to me.”
“You’re welcome.” I hesitated, then decided this was too good an opportunity to miss. “It would mean a lot to me if you had Tootsie spayed, Ernest. So this doesn’t happen again.”
Ernest usually looked maddeningly blank when I said the S-word, but today he looked thoughtful. “It might be a good idea, at that,” he said. “People are funny about that sort of thing.”
Had Ernest actually said it might be a good idea? I stood gaping at him.

“See, I was talking to the alien, Miss Stranger, that is,” Ernest went on, “and she said that her and me, we’re alike. I couldn’t figure it for a while, but then while I was driving here it came to me, and I knew what she meant. Say, doc, could I put up a notice on your bulletin board?”
“You were talking to Stranger?” I blurted out. “Today?”
Ernest nodded. Tegan, who had already busied herself feeding the puppies, looked up at this, her eyes wide.

“How is she?” I said anxiously. “How did she look? How did she act?”
Ernest considered for a moment. “Happier,” he said at last. “She was worried about her egg, but now she knows it’ll be all right.”
“She does? Are you sure? Did you see the egg?”
“No, no. The egg, it’s not for me.” He leaned toward me and said conspiratorially, “It comes from spending too much time around those folks from Los Alamos, I expect. They glowed in the dark, you know.”
“Oh,” I said blankly. “But about Stranger. Shouldn’t I come out to check on her tonight?”
“Oh yes, doc. I was just about to tell you, that’s what Miss Stranger said. She asked if you could come by tonight.”
I nodded. “I’ll be there. I’d like to bring Tegan too, if that’s all right with you.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” he said, as casually as if he’d never kept his home a secret. “I’ll see you tonight, then. And what about that bulletin board, doc?”
What the devil did the bulletin board have to do with anything? “Excuse me?”
“I could put up a notice there, couldn’t I?”
“Oh! Yes, of course. Of course.”
“Thank you, doc. It’s good to be prepared, you know. Thanks for minding them pups.” He strode briskly out of the treatment room, and was gone. Tegan, feeding a puppy, thoughtfully watched him go.

* * * *

On the drive to Ernest’s that night, Tegan said abruptly, “He didn’t post a notice, you know.”
“What?”
“On the bulletin board. Ernest didn’t post a notice. Do you suppose he’s putting something together now, to post later?”
“I suppose so,” I said a little blankly.

“Don’t you wonder what he’s going to put up there? Maybe he’s gotten into magnet sales; he’d be a natural, after all. Or he’s starting a UFO experiences club.”
“I didn’t really think about it,” I confessed. “I’m still in shock about being allowed to spay Tootsie.”
“It is wonderful, isn’t it? I’m so glad he agreed. Just imagine how awful it would be if Tootsie had more puppies.” Tegan’s hands tightened in her lap, and she shivered. “What you said was so right, Michael. That she’s a good dog, but not cut out to be a mother. It’s so simple. It’s funny I never thought of things that way before. It explains a lot.”
“Explains what?” I asked.

“Oh—my family.” Tegan looked down at her lap. “My trip home.”
She certainly had my full attention now. “Did you want to talk about it?” I asked cautiously.

“Yes, actually. It doesn’t seem so hard anymore.” She took a breath. “I went to see my mother, Michael. I hadn’t seen her since I was fifteen. She threw me out of the house then, and told me never to come back.”
“What? But why?”
“I dyed my hair. Purple, I think it was.”
“She threw you out because of your hair?”
Tegan nodded. “I suppose it was the last straw for her. Everything I did seemed to upset her, really. I went to stay with my grandmother while I waited for her to cool off. Only she didn’t, and I didn’t ever go back home.”
“But—what about your father?”
She shrugged. “I never knew him. Anyway, a while back my grandmother found out that my mother had cancer. She’d had it for a long time, and now she was dying. So I went to see her, to say good-bye. I didn’t want to upset her, so I covered up my tattoos, dyed my hair back to its natural color, did everything I could to be normal. But it didn’t work. She refused to even see me. I stayed close by, in case she changed her mind, but she never did.”
“You mean she died, without ever speaking to you?”
Tegan nodded. “I was having a lot of trouble dealing with it. Well, I expect you noticed. But I think I see it now. You said some dogs simply weren’t cut out to be mothers. I expect some people aren’t either, and it isn’t their fault, is it?”
“No,” I said quietly. “No, it isn’t.”
* * * *

Ernest was waiting for us outside his trailer, and in the moonlight we could see a multitude of little dark shapes lurking in the shadows behind him. I got out of the truck cautiously, cringing back against it when the dogs charged and the gunshots went off. Tegan prudently waited for the furor to die down before exiting the truck.

“Thanks for coming, doc, Miss Tegan,” Ernest said, holstering his gun and giving us a friendly wave of his flashlight. “How’s the little pup doing?”
“He’s holding on so far,” I said, hoping that this was still true. Aaron was taking care of the puppies until I got back, and I was rather nervous about how well he was going to manage. It would really be best if I weren’t gone for very long. “We’re ready to go, Ernest, if you are.”
Ernest nodded amiably and set out, flashlight in hand and little Topaz at his heel. Tegan and I followed behind them. I’d expected to have to push hard to keep up with Ernest, but tonight he was setting a much slower pace, probably, I imagined, out of deference to my gasping struggle last night. We toiled up the long hill, and at long last crested it and started down the other side. The huge pool lay below us, still and silent. I hurried to the edge, Tegan beside me, and stared out over the water.

* * * *

“Where is she?” Tegan whispered.

“I don’t know. Ernest?”
He was settled behind us on a nearby rock, with Topaz curled up beside him. “She’s coming,” he said. “Give her a minute.”
A very short time later the water rippled, and Stranger lifted her head above the surface.

I almost cried out. She looked terrible, all skin and protruding bones, much worse than she had looked even last night. I splashed into the pool, trying to reach her, but she pulled away from me.

“Please, Stranger,” I said, holding out a hand. “Let me help you.”
“She says you can’t help her, doc,” Ernest said placidly from behind me. “There’s nothing wrong with her that needs curing.”
I spun around to face him. “What do you mean? Look at her!”
He chuckled. “Ah, she knows she looks like hell. But it’s not sickness, see? She’s old, that’s all. There’s nothing to be done for that.”
“You don’t know that,” I cried, but Tegan was suddenly in the water beside me, reaching out to take my arm.

“I think he does know,” she said. “Look.”
I looked at Stranger. Her great beautiful eyes were looking past me, her gaze fixed on Ernest, and the fronds around her face rippled in the air as if they were flowing through water. She turned her head slightly then, to look at me, and I felt weak and dizzy.

“She’s really talking to him?” I whispered to Tegan. “He understands her?”
“Yes,” Tegan breathed.

Stranger lowered her head beneath the water, then lifted it again. Her egg was cradled within a myriad of fronds.

“She wants you to take care of the egg,” Ernest said, “because she won’t be able to. It’s her time, and she’s dying. All you got to do is keep the egg wet, till it hatches. It won’t be long, just a couple of days. The baby, it’s already bonded to you, from the last time you were here.”
Stranger swam up to me and carefully pushed the egg into my arms. Numbly, I took it.

With a swirl of fronds, Stranger turned and dove beneath the surface. The water rippled behind her, and then was still. She was gone.

* * * *

Ernest brought in his notice the next morning, and pinned it to the bulletin board. It was Saturday, always the busiest day of the week since we closed early, and I didn’t get a chance to look at it till all the appointments were done.

TO GIVE AWAY TO GOOD HOMES, A WHOLE BUNCH OF CUTE LITTLE DOGS. CONTACT DR. CLAYTON IF YOU’RE INTERESTED.

“What does he mean, contact Dr. Clayton?” I sputtered to Tegan. “What have I got to do with this?”
“Well, Ernest doesn’t have a phone, does he?” Tegan said reasonably. “It’s not as if anyone can contact him.”
“He could have at least asked me if it was all right to use my name,” I grumbled. “Aren’t I doing enough for him already, feeding all those puppies round the clock?”
Tegan gave me a look and I flushed. All right, so Aaron and Tegan had done almost all the feedings so far. I fully intended to do my share, as soon as I got the time.

“Seriously, though,” Tegan said, “why in the world is he giving away his dogs? I mean, he adores every one of them.”
I shrugged. “Maybe he’s finally realized he has too many? He’s getting older, after all. Maybe he’s having trouble keeping up with them all.”
“Maybe,” Tegan said doubtfully. “I think it’s strange, though. Ernest’s changed so much lately.”
“Tegan,” I said. “He really did understand Stranger, didn’t he?”
She shivered. “Yes.”
“Do you suppose he could understand the sea monsters too?”
Her eyes widened. “I never thought of that! Would Howard let us bring him out to his place, do you think?”
“He might. I mean, even if Ernest did tell anyone about the sea monsters, nobody would believe him. It would be perfectly safe.”
“Let’s call Howard,” Tegan said.

But as we turned away from the bulletin board, Mrs. Gallegos burst through the door, her poodle Fluffy clutched in her arms.

“Oh, Dr. Clayton! You’re here! Please help me, Fluffy just collapsed.”
I quickly led her into the exam room and she put Fluffy on the table with shaking hands. The little poodle was utterly still, and I didn’t even need my stethoscope to know what had happened, but for Mrs. Gallegos’ sake I pulled it out and listened carefully to Fluffy’s chest. The little dog’s body was still warm and relaxed, but her heart had stopped beating, her lungs had stopped working.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Gallegos. I’m afraid she’s gone. I don’t think she suffered at all, though. She was very old, and it was her time.”
Like Stranger. I saw again, in my mind, the great beautiful head disappearing under the water. Gently, I stroked Fluffy’s limp head, and carried on with the painful questions about what Mrs. Gallegos wanted done with her dog’s remains. She had finally decided to bury Fluffy at home when Kami knocked hesitantly at the door.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Clayton,” she said, “but I thought I ought to tell you. The police are here to see you.”
“Oh,” I said nervously. “Um—put them in the other room, why don’t you. Mrs. Gallegos, I’ll just go and get Fluffy ready to go for you. I’ll be right back.”
As I dug through the boxes in the storage closet, looking for one the right size, my mind was spinning through reasons why the police might be here. Had they finally decided to arrest me over the calf parts incident? Donald Miller, as I recalled, had been very much in favor of that scenario. Had I forgotten to pay one of my many speeding tickets? Trooper Roger Whitman had given me most of them, passing them out with an unseemly and vindictive pleasure whenever he caught me, but none of the police seemed to understand that I would never make it to all my farm calls without speeding. Suddenly another even worse scenario came to mind, but surely the police would not know, or care, about the very large egg currently residing in an aquarium at my apartment?

I still hadn’t found a box the right size. “Here,” Tegan said, materializing in the closet beside me. “I know just the one. It’s sad, really. Every time a cardboard box comes through here, I evaluate it for its coffin potential.” She handed me a sturdy vitamin box, which was indeed the perfect size. We carefully settled Fluffy’s body inside it.

Once I had given the box to Mrs. Gallegos, I could think of no more reasons to delay. I took a deep breath and opened the door to the exam room where the police were waiting. One was a stranger to me, but unhappily the other was Roger Whitman.

“Ah, Dr. Clayton,” Roger Whitman said. “What a change, to see you without giving you a ticket. But I’m afraid I still have some bad news for you.”
“Bad news?” Every scenario I’d thought of was bad news, so this really didn’t clarify things very much.

He pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “I understand you’re a close acquaintance of Mr. Ernest Davenport?”
“Yes,” I said cautiously, wondering what Ernest had to do with anything.

“I’m sorry to have to inform you, but Mr. Davenport has died.”
“Died?” I said blankly. “But he was just here. He put a notice on my bulletin board.”
“He was found on a park bench, about an hour ago,” the other officer put in. “Apparently, he looked quite peaceful, like he’d just drifted off. He was carrying a card that listed you as the contact person in case of emergency. Do you know of any family members we should notify?”
“No,” I said. “No, I don’t think he had anybody.” Except for the fifty little dogs, of course. What was going to become of them? TO GIVE AWAY, A WHOLE BUNCH OF CUTE LITTLE DOGS. Dear God. Had Ernest known he was going to die?

* * * *

Tegan echoed the question, once the police were gone.

“He must have,” I said. “That’s why he was giving away all his dogs. That’s why he couldn’t take the egg, or bottle-feed the puppies. He knew he wouldn’t be there to take care of them.”
“But how could he know?”
I shrugged helplessly. “He was Ernest,” I said. “He wasn’t like anybody else.”
“No,” Tegan said. “No, he wasn’t.”
We sat in silence for a moment, thinking of Ernest. The officer had said he’d looked peaceful. Looking back, that seemed right. Ernest had said he and Stranger were alike. They’d both known that their time had come, had accepted it calmly, had made arrangements for their dependents to be cared for....

Those fifty little dogs were mine, now. What was I going to do with them?

“Dr. Clayton?” Kami said apologetically, breaking the silence. “Mrs. Gallegos is asking about the notice Mr. Davenport put up, about his dogs.”
“Asking? Is she still here?”
Kami nodded. “She was awfully shaky, so she thought she’d better sit down for a while before she tried to drive. That’s when she saw the notice.”
I felt a stir of hope. Was it possible that I might now have only forty-nine little dogs to find homes for? Of course the fifty I’d started with was only an estimate, and I’d forgotten to count the three newborn puppies, but however many I had now, one less would surely be an improvement.

“Oh,” Kami went on, “I almost forgot. The lawyer for your insurance company is on the phone.”
Ah, yes. There was death all around me today, but life, and lawsuits, still trundled determinedly on.

* * * *

On Sunday, Tegan and I took the egg to Howard’s place.

“Tegan!” Lynda said happily. “Look at you. I love your hair.”
I loved Tegan’s hair too, not least because it signified the recovery of her usual bright self. She hadn’t gone back to the magenta spikes, but had moved on; her shoulder-length hair was now colored in vivid tabby stripes.

Together we hauled out the big bucket containing the egg and lurched down the slope with it to the bank of the pool. The monsters all hovered eagerly at the pool’s edge, eyeing it with fascination. Curious splashed out of the water, heaved himself onto the bank with his flippers, and poked a fin into the bucket to touch the egg. Tegan’s dog Mick, who had come along for the visit, ran a few laps around the pool, a black-and-white streak, and then jumped in.

“So how many dogs do you have now, Michael?” Howard asked.

“Forty-five,” I answered.

“Good Lord. Where are you keeping them all?”
“In the barn, mostly.” Yesterday afternoon had been a truly surreal experience, driving out to Ernest’s place in a borrowed SUV stuffed full of pet carriers, with Mrs. Gallegos in tow. I saw the notice first, so I should get first pick, she’d said, and had proceeded to take over the entire adoption process. She’d selected Topaz for herself, and had then photographed all the other dogs (there had been forty-nine total, not counting the newborns), contacted the newspapers, and printed flyers to put up all over town. It seemed to be her way of dealing with her grief, and I hadn’t been about to interfere. Three more dogs had been adopted this morning, and I was expecting a flurry of queries come Monday.

Even more startling, Aaron had decided to adopt Tootsie’s puppies and had volunteered to take over all the rest of the feedings himself. At this rate I’d be back down to my usual two tortoises by the end of the month.

Almost down to that. There was the egg, of course.

As if it knew we’d arrived at the pond, the egg began to rock back and forth in the bucket. I reached in instinctively and pulled it out to hold it in my lap. The shell suddenly split, all the way across the egg, and a tiny face with huge luminous eyes peered out. I peeled away the shell and the beautiful little creature curled into my hands, her long sinuous body graced with ethereal fronds. She was a perfect miniature of her mother, just as I’d known she would be. The others had wondered if there would be more stages in the life cycle (the sea monsters had several, between egg and baby monster), but I had known better.

The little creature looked at me for a moment, fronds waving around her face, and I got to my feet and carried her to the water’s edge. Curious hovered solicitously beside her as I released her into the water, and the two of them disappeared together beneath the surface. The other monsters proceeded to chase Mick out of the water, and the dog made an undignified scramble, tail between legs, to flop down by Tegan’s side.

I let out a sigh of relief. “She’s going to be fine,” I said. “Perfectly safe, with all these uncles and aunts to look after her.”
“She?” Tegan looked at me quizzically.

“Well, she, um—looks like her mother,” I said weakly. I didn’t know how to explain how sure I was that the little one was female. Somehow, it seemed that she had told me. “In fact, I think I’ll call her Junior.”
“I wish her mother could have lived to see her,” Tegan said wistfully.

“Yes. But Ernest was right, you know. She was old, very old, and it was her time. We’re used to thinking that any animal of breeding age can’t be so very old, but it doesn’t seem to be so with these creatures.” A thought struck me, and I turned to Howard. “That’s it, Howard,” I exclaimed. “That’s what happened to the monsters’ parents. I don’t think they were ill at all. They were old, and they were wasting away just like Stranger did. They came to you so that you’d take care of their babies.” What a relief it was to realize that; for years I’d been afraid that the parents’ “disease” might crop up in Howard’s monsters, and that I wouldn’t have the faintest idea what to do about it. A great burden lifted, and I felt as if I might float away on euphoria.

Junior and Curious suddenly appeared again, and I waded out happily to join them, with Tegan at my side.

* * * *

We were all sopping wet on the drive home. Tegan dried her striped hair vigorously with a borrowed towel, then shook it out, and Mick, very muddy as well as wet, tried to climb into my lap.

“We’ve got quite a collection now, haven’t we?” Tegan said. “Forty-six dogs counting Mick, two tortoises, and Junior. We’ll have to find a place with a really big yard.”
We? Find a place? My heart started beating faster. “We’re not likely to find a place to keep Junior. I think she’ll need to stay fostered out with her aunts and uncles. And I’m really hoping to find homes for forty-five of the dogs.”
“Forty-four,” Tegan said thoughtfully. “I think I’d like to keep Tootsie. Mick gets along with her nicely. My apartment definitely isn’t going to be adequate anymore.”
“I’d like a bigger place too,” I said, reaching over Mick to take Tegan’s hand. “I’d like a place that’s ours.”
“Good,” Tegan said simply. “That’s settled, then.”
I was floating for the rest of the drive back to town, and scarcely even noticed the heavy traffic that appeared as soon as we reached the city limits. The county fair was on this weekend, and everyone in town seemed to be out and about. Maybe Tegan would like to come with me to the fair, as soon as we’d changed out of our wet things and dropped off Mick. Maybe after that we could go out to dinner and celebrate.

“Look out!” Tegan yelped, pointing ahead.

Someone had slammed on the brakes several cars ahead of us, and each successive car screeched to a frantic halt in a relentless chain reaction. I slammed on my brakes too, but the truck plus the vet box had a considerable mass, and I couldn’t stop in time; with a thudding crunch I hit the bumper of the car in front of me. It was hardly fair, as I hadn’t even been speeding, but nothing was going to disturb me today.

Even after the car door opened, and Donald Miller stepped out and fixed me with a furious glare that promised yet another lawsuit, it was still the best day of my life.
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(EDITOR’S NOTE: Michael and the monsters have appeared previously in “Little Monsters” [November 1989], “Business as Usual” [July 1991], “Strange Things” [June 1992], “Yellow and Orange Blues” [May 1998], “As Time Goes By” [July/August 1999], “Sea Changes” [April 2002], and “Language Lessons” [October 2005].) 

