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Weirdos

 

By Amy Lane

 

If Taz Oswald has one more gross date, he’s resigning himself to a life of celibacy with his irritable Chihuahua, Carl. Carl knows how to bite a banana when he sees one! Then Selby Hirsch invites Taz to walk dogs together, and Taz is suddenly back in the game. Selby is adorkable, awkward, and a little weird—and his dog Ginger is a trip—and Taz is transfixed. Is it really possible this sweet guy with the blurty mouth and a heart as big as the Pacific Ocean wandered into Taz’s life by accident? If so, how can Taz convince Selby that he wants to be Selby and Ginger’s forever home?


To my dogs. And to Mate, who is a dog magnet. And the kids who, when the world is bleak, will talk about the goofiness of dogs in the family code, because the dogs make us happy and we need that.


The Fate of a Bad Banana

 

 

“THAT’S RIGHT, Carl! Eat that banana! Eat it! Bite its head!”

Timothy Oswald—Taz to his friends—urged his eight-pound Chihuahua on with relish, rooting for the little white-furred terror in a tiny rainbow tank top to go for the jugular and rip the crinkly toy’s heart out.

Carl was like a tiny id, doing all the things Taz wanted to do but was too nice to commit to.

Stupid banana.

“You look really depressed and hostile for someone who had a date last night. And we need a restock on the crystal cupboard.”

Wendy Selznick was a solidly muscled Black woman in her fifties with gray-shot natural curls and a long and storied history of lovers, both male and female, who would testify that she was fierce, independent, and didn’t mind a good time in bed but was probably happier to live alone. She owned and operated Bayshore Gifts and Sundries, and right now was giving him a sympathetic look. “Also, if Carl destroys that banana toy, I’m not buying him another one.”

Taz gave her a weak smile, because that last sentence was so full of shit it was browner than Wendy’s fathomless eyes. Taz had gotten the job while walking his little rescue Chihuahuageddon. Just out of college, fresh from the “But babe, I’ve got a technology degree and you got, what? Liberal arts?” breakup with his last boyfriend, he’d wandered into Wendy’s little shop with Carl at his heels, not sure what he wanted to do with his life—or his degree—but absolutely positive he needed a job to keep his tiny crappy apartment. As Wendy had told him later, “Kid, your confidence was for shit, but your dog was gonna take over the world, so really, I hired you both.”

She had also gotten him a line on a better place, where he worked as the manager of a couple of vacation rentals while occupying the smallest one on the end of the block. The place was reasonably new, right on the beach, and ninety percent of the residents were really sweet people who were as excited as he was to wake up to the ocean every day.

Wendy had saved his life with no demands on him other than letting her spoil his dog.

He was down with that.

Wendy would, under absolutely no circumstances, refuse to buy Carl another squeaky toy. She also wouldn’t leave his personal life alone.

“So what was it?” she asked later as he crouched on his hands and knees, very carefully removing the little one-of-a-kind crystal figurines from their foam packaging and putting them onto the polished surface of the bottom shelf of the mirrored cabinet for display. “Did he stand you up? Have lipstick on his collar? What?”

Taz grunted. “Worse,” he muttered. “He was… gross.”

She laughed. “Did the picture not match the package?”

He shook his head. “I wish that was it. I mean, I can take an extra ten years or forty pounds—nobody looks as good as their dating-profile picture. But the package was not… as advertised,” he muttered, giving her a sidelong look.

Her eyebrows went up. “Was his pecker that small?”

His cheeks colored. “We never got that far. He was just… you know.” He sighed because she obviously didn’t. Deliberately he made his voice deeper. “‘Oh, I like me a tight bottom. I bet you got a tight bottom, right?’ And then he squeezed my ass. He ordered my coffee for me, and when I corrected the order, he sort of ran right over me. ‘No, no, trust me, you’ll like it like this.’” He blew out a breath.

“You did not like it like that,” Wendy confirmed.

“No, indeed I did not. I mean, it boomeranged back on him because he ordered full cream and I’m lactose intolerant, which made the ride home not… pleasant.” Wendy guffawed, and he blushed and wondered if he could make it clearer. Normally he would have stood up for himself right then, but the guy had already written his own epitaph. “I told him about my dog, and he laughed and said I needed a real dog. He could go rent a pit bull who would eat Carl as a snack. If we dated, my dog would have to go.”

“If that dog goes, I go,” Wendy said staunchly, and Taz smiled.

“Well, Carl is your fairy grandpuppy,” he said. Taz tended to dress casually, often wearing colorful fitted tanks or T-shirts under his hoodies in deference to the rapid changes in Monterey’s weather. His third day working at Bayshore Gifts, he’d brought Wendy coffee from her favorite place. He was so grateful to have found a job, and she was getting him an actual house to rent, and coffee was such a small thing. His fourth day working, she’d brought Carl a doggie tank shirt to match Taz’s from the day before.

Taz had been charmed, and he and Carl had been playing twinsies ever since. Today, a rather foggy day in mid-June, he’d put on a rainbow-colored Pride T-shirt with a blue hoodie and dressed Carl in a matching tank.

“He is,” Wendy agreed. “I mean, I am more of a cat person in my home, but I think Carl is a perfect grandchild. You walk him, you pick up his crap, and I get to watch him squint at people he doesn’t like and plot murder.” She bent and fondled Carl’s skinny white bat-ears. “That’s my good grumpy little buddy, isn’t it?”

Carl licked her hand because he knew where the Gravy Train and the bacon treats came from.

She straightened. “Where did you get Carl from, anyway?”

Taz rolled his eyes. “My sister. She haunts the SPCA rescue sites. Like, religiously. She wants all the orphaned dogs and cats, and sometimes she goes in and gets one, and then after a week realizes that the animal would really be better suited for someone else.”

Wendy raised both eyebrows at him. “That’s convenient.”

“Tell that to our mom and dad—if you can see them on the couch, surrounded by furry little bodies.”

Wendy cackled, but Taz only wished he was kidding.

“Three cats and four dogs. The last one she got a month before I graduated from college and went, ‘Oh hey, Taz, look what I got you for a graduation gift!’” Taz paused in the act of setting a delicate glass figurine on the mirror to give the grumpy goober an affectionate look, and Carl wagged his loopy little tail. “I mean, I won’t say she’s got bad taste.”

“Well, don’t introduce her to me,” Wendy protested. “To people like that, I’m a walking target. One wrong move and she’s going to yeet a hedgehog or a budgie at me and I’m toast!”

Taz stared at her in horror. “You have five cats,” he said, as though Wendy wouldn’t know this herself.

“I know.”

“The city won’t let you have any more.”

She nodded vigorously. “I know!”

“Who in their right mind would give a budgie to someone with five cats?”

Wendy snorted. “Who names a Chihuahua ‘Carl’? She’s your sister, Taz—I don’t make the rules!”

Taz stared at her, trying to find the hole in her logic, when an unlikely sound emanated from the back of what Taz had presumed to be an empty store.

Bemused, he and Wendy looked at each other, and then slowly, while he was still on his hands and knees to reach the bottom shelf, they peered around the giant crystal case that dominated the center of the store and looked for the owner of the giggle-snort that had startled them both.

Taz’s first thought was Tall, skinny, and cute. And he was, but cute was an understatement. He had longish sun-streaked brown hair brushed back from a high forehead, high cheekbones, and an appealingly narrow face with a little divot on a clean-shaven chin. He looked about Taz’s age—postcollege and pre-real life—with enormous brown eyes rimmed with thick, dark lashes. He had a wide smiling mouth that he was trying to hide behind his hands.

“Hello,” Taz said, still startled. “We, uh, didn’t know you were back there!”

Those enormous eyes grew even wider, and a look of abject terror crossed the guy’s face. Taz thought vaguely that he’d seen this man before; he was a regular there, which they didn’t get a lot of because it was a tourist trap. But this guy—he’d shown up on Taz’s radar. He was cute, adorable even, but he always seemed to resist Taz’s sallies at conversation, instead taking his random purchases and darting away like a minnow.

“Sorry!” the guy said. “Sorry! So sorry. Just, you know. It was funny. Like, budgie and, you know, ‘Yeet!’” He mimed chucking a small object at someone. “Couldn’t help it. Sorry about your date. Guy sounds like a douche. Do you walk your dog? I like your dog. He’s totally cute. I… I… I have a dog! I could walk my dog…. Where do you walk your dog? We could, like̵―” He petered off as though realizing he had just word-dumped at the feet of two strangers. “—walk our dogs together?” he finished off on a squeak. And then his eyes darted, and Taz could practically chart his course. He was thinking, Around the tarot cards, through the incense, past the magnets with pictures of whales on them, dodge around Wendy, leap over Taz’s head and I’ll be home free and through the door, leaving only the shine of my enormous Bambi eyes in my wake!”

Taz’s heart was thumping in his ears, and right as their new and terribly shy friend was about to pull a runner, he managed, “On the beach, down past Yarrow, there’s that bank of summer rentals. I’m usually there at nine o’clock every morning.” He spoke fast, but their new friend had already dodged around Wendy before he finished. Tucking his head under his arms, in case the guy was as clumsy as he was shy, Taz finished, “If you get to Patterson, you’ve gone too far!”

“See you there!” The reply sailed behind the stranger’s back as he easily cleared Taz’s head and continued out the door. “With my dog….” His voice trailed off, leaving Taz and Wendy in the now-vacant store, staring at each other in shock.

“You gave that nice man your coordinates,” she said in wonder.

“If I don’t show up for work tomorrow, you know who to send the police after,” Taz said a little breathlessly. He had a date? Sure—he had a date!

“I can tell them what he looks like,” Wendy told him matter-of-factly, “but you know what we didn’t catch?”

They both let out a little sigh.

“His name,” they said together.

He had a date with a stranger without a name. Still, Taz thought, brightening as he finished the crystal display, the guy had to be better than that banana from the coffee shop the evening before.

Looking up, he saw Carl gnawing and growling fiercely, reducing the toy banana in his bed to stuffing.

Apparently Carl agreed.


Quirk-hound

 

 

SELBY HIRSCH had long legs and had lettered in track during college. He was half a mile down the coastal highway before he remembered he’d parked his car in the opposite direction, near the store. With a sigh he turned around and sprinted back, wishing he was as graceful with people as he was when he ran.

It wasn’t until he got to his car that it hit him.

I did it!

Oh my God! He’d finally, after two weeks of lurking in the back of the gift shop, asked Taz out on a date! Granted, it hadn’t been the coolest pickup—or even the smoothest exit—but it was a date.

God, what an improvement.

Wait until he told Ginger!

Not that Ginger would say anything back, but she would leap into his arms and look at him adoringly, breathing her torrid dog breath gently into his face as if to say, “I know it’s gross, but I swear it denotes affection. It really does.”

Ginger was a weird, clumsy, disconnected creature who looked exactly like all of the deer Chihuahuas Selby had looked up after she’d wandered into his life but moved and acted like some sort of alien squid thing wearing a dogskin costume. Unlike Taz’s little dog, Carl, Ginger had long spindly legs and a long, spindly body, but she weighed probably a pound less, because weight would have made her graceful.
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