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“How do I even —” 

The Patented Canine Caddy was supposed to be easy to use and installs in five minutes. The box sported a picture of a smiling man with a smiling dog and a pristine car.

After a lot more than five minutes, I still wasn’t smiling. Neither was Ambrose. And thanks to his slobber and dirty paws, my antique Mercedes convertible was far from pristine.

With my left hand, I was trying to loop the belt through the hooks. With my right hand, I was trying to keep Ambrose inside the carrier. With all four paws, he was having none of it.

“Why did she—” I was only talking to myself.

Cecilia must not have cared about any of this when she’d broken up with me by text. She’d told me to “just keep or throw away or whatever” all her things she’d left in my apartment. Including Ambrose.

Even Ambrose deserved better than that.

In my backpack, I had the nuclear option for when I wanted him to sit still. 

“Cheeseburger!” I didn’t have to shout. Whispering the word was enough. Ambrose stared at me, totally still, eyes transfixed.

I was no fool. Ambrose would walk through a pit of orange-scented vacuum cleaners to get a Five Guys bacon cheeseburger. 

I reached into my backpack. I got the cheeseburger and set it at Ambrose’s paws in the carrier. He even knew how to unwrap it. As far as he was concerned, the rest of the world disappeared.

It was my chance to buckle Ambrose into the carrier and buckle the carrier into the seat. Few things were more ridiculous than a sixty-pound English bulldog in the front seat of an antique convertible. But dumping him the way Cecilia had done would’ve been even worse. 

It was her right to dump me. I had nothing against that. I just didn’t appreciate Cecilia including her dog in the list of things I could “throw away or whatever.” She’d conveniently brought him over on a Friday night before walking out while I slept early Saturday morning.

I didn’t even mind that she’d run off with my tablet. Nor that she’d apparently raided my fridge before making her exit. She’d left behind a bunch of her socks, magazines, candy bar wrappers, and hair clips — but she hadn’t left any of Ambrose’s medication, nor even his leash and collar, his city registration tag. Not even his vet records and ID card.

Tuesday, October 13, 1:00 P.M.: that was the time on the appointment card at Massage Miami. Service: Massage, 1 hour. Client: Cecilia Ramos. 

Cecilia had blocked me on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp, Zoom, phone, and email. I was no stalker. I just wanted to figure out what to do with Ambrose. She knew I didn’t like dogs. Never did. The more I saw of Ambrose, the more I couldn’t stand his smell, his growling, and his sitting on my balcony, watching the ocean, and gnawing on his own balls in full public view, as if it were a totally normal thing to do.

Whatever my misgivings about Ambrose, I had a responsibility. I wasn’t going to walk out on him. He was stupid enough, and smelly enough, that he couldn’t hack it in the world alone. 

I wasn’t going to stalk Cecilia at her home. But I’d at least try to meet her at her massage appointment. It was a public place. And I’d have her slobbering English bulldog with me. Just in case she’d maybe forgotten that she’d left him with me when she’d absconded in the dark of night and sent me a four A.M. breakup text.

The bacon cheeseburger already in his mouth, Ambrose sat still in the carrier. He was just chillaxing as I pulled out of the parking garage and headed down the road to the massage place. 

I planned to be there half an hour before her appointment. It would give us lots of time to figure out the Ambrose situation. She’d also apologize for having made off with my frozen Beyond Burgers, my sous vide thermometer, and my vial of freshly ground saffron. Maybe Cecilia would also come back to clean up the muddy footprints she’d left in my hallway. 

I could dream.
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The car pulled up right on the curb next to my shop. 

The man inside looked like a billboard model. About thirty years old, gorgeous chiseled features, a tall glass of water. 

But my eyes were on his passenger: an English bulldog. 

I knew the profile of an English bulldog from a mile away, in the dark. I knew exactly how an English bulldog would sit in a car. Even from inside my shop, I could smell that particular English bulldog smell. I knew the cold wetness of that dog’s nose. 

Some things, you never forget.

The man got out of the car and marched right inside my shop. Without his dog.

I pointed at his dog. “Beautiful!” The memories came back as I admired his bulldog. Bittersweet. “I used to have one just like that. Hope you’re taking good care of her.” 

“Thanks. I am taking great care of her.” He smiled and glanced back over his shoulder at his dog. “Can you believe she’s fifty years old?”

I looked at him a little closer. “Are you sure about that? Is that in dog years?” People had weird ideas. 

“Nope!” He waved his hand back at the dog. His smile was as big as the dog’s. “My grandpa got her in 1970. He kept her until 1990. Big fight about who’d inherit her, but my dad won out. And now she’s mine.”

I nodded politely. “I see.” Living in Miami, I’d seen a lot of different kinds of people. Usually I just played along.

“I know. You look like you can’t believe it. Nobody can believe it.” He was rambling on, eyes wide open, full of excitement about his allegedly AARP-eligible bulldog. 

“I never said I don’t believe you.” I was being polite, looking at that dog, barely more than a big drooling puppy, trying to imagine some way it could be a half century old. I could at least point the guy in the right direction, in case he didn’t realize it himself. “It’s just a bit unusual, you know? Lifespans and all.”

“Oh, she’s healthy at fifty! I still ride her to work every day.” He was beaming, proud, shameless. “She just gets a little thirsty running on the highway.”

“She just gets a little thirsty on the highway?” I gritted my teeth.

“I try to stay on local streets.” He smiled and shrugged. “She’s happier there.”

“So.” I gritted my teeth harder. “Can I help you? Would you like a massage?” I could delay him a bit while I waited for Animal Protection to show up.

He looked at me with astonished eyes, as if I’d just told him a story about cruising down I-95 on a thirsty fifty-year-old bulldog. “A massage?” 

“This is a massage shop, if you haven’t figured that out yet.” You’d think that would be obvious. But at least once a day, I had someone wandering in and ordering a latte or asking how much for the painting on the wall.

“A massage?” He shook his head vigorously and pulled an appointment card out of his pocket, waving it at me. “Not for me. I’m not gay.”

“Alright.” I nodded at him slowly. “Are you feeling alright?”

“As far as I can be, given the circumstances.” He sighed. “Seems like the whole world is spinning. All I can do sometimes is go for a ride along the beach, open her up, let her run a little.”

I snuck the phone out of my pocket. I wasn’t one to gratuitously involve the police, but I wasn’t going to let this deranged man ride that poor bulldog around town. 

“I’d like to, uhh — “ The offender was standing right in front of me. I couldn’t be obvious. “I’d like to order a pizza, you catch my drift?”

“Order a pizza?” The dispatcher, too, seemed as if she’d had more than her share of weirdos.

I enunciated clearly into the phone: “A dog pizza. I’d like to order a dog pizza, you know what I’m saying? Urgent delivery needed. Massage Miami. Sixteen hundred Alton Road.” I clicked off the phone and went back to distracting my visitor before he could go back to his best dog-riding life.

“Dog pizza? Oh no you don’t.” The man shook his head at me. “I’ve heard about this sort of thing. No, no, no.” He took out his phone and showed me as he dialed 9-1-1. “Guy here just ordered dog meat delivery. Yeah, dog pizza. That’s illegal, right? Yeah. Sixteen hundred Alton Road. Massage Miami.” 

He nodded at me threateningly. He probably thought I was the one who was going to be arrested.

I looked the man over again: he definitely didn’t seem well, but he still looked handsome as hell. Bloodshot gray eyes, gorgeously matted brown wavy hair, mud-stained shirt that was nevertheless still impeccably pressed. “Can I help you?”

Again he waved that appointment card at me. “Cecilia. Does Cecilia Ramos have a one P.M. appointment?”

“Even if she does have an appointment here.” I shook my head at him. “You’re not her. Whatever other things might be going through your head.”

“I know I’m not Cecilia.” He rolled his eyes so hard I thought he’d fall over. “I was hoping to meet her here. That’s her dog that she left with me. I need to give her dog back to her.”

“That dog?” I pointed out at the poor highway-runner sitting in the car’s front seat. “That’s not even your dog?”

“Yeah, that dog.” He sighed. “She left him with me. He’s definitely not my dog.”

I nodded at him to get him to talk more. 

“Cecilia walked out on me and abandoned her dog at my place since I had a mishap at work. She told me I always—” He stopped himself and looked out the window. He winced and laid his hand on his neck. “Is Cecilia going to show up for her massage appointment or not?”

“You showed up here trying to stalk my client? As if your little canine steeplechase hobby weren’t bad enough?” I sighed.

“Stalk?” He shook his head. If he thought there was nothing wrong with stalking his ex-girlfriend, he probably also thought there was nothing wrong with riding his dog down the highway.

A police car pulled up, lights on. Two officers hopped out of the car and walked into my shop. “We got a call for here?”

“Yeah.” I sighed in relief and pointed at the dog-rider in front of me. “This guy. This guy says he rides his fifty-year-old bulldog on the turnpike every day. Saddle, harness, everything.”

“What?” The mystery man shook his head. As if he’d never even had a thought of dog-riding. “I never said that.”

“Alright.” I shrugged. “He never said anything specifically about a saddle or harness. But you just know.”

Another police car pulled up on the opposite side of the equestrian’s red convertible. Two more cops got out. 

The burlier of the two cops looked at me. “Someone called about a place serving dog pizza?”

“This guy called!” I pointed at him. “This guy was trying to report me because I called the police to order a dog pizza. You know, ordering a pizza, code language—”

“You called the what to report a what?” The female of the first two cops shook her head at everyone. “I swear. Miami.” She sighed.

“He.” I pointed at the man’s face again. “Brags about riding around on his dog. Side-saddle.” My face grew red. I hated myself for sometimes exaggerating, even if it was for a good cause.  “Ok, I realize: he never actually said side-saddle.”

The man threw me a stare. A guilty one. Then he addressed the four police officers. “I told you guys. He’s delusional.”

The door to one of the massage rooms swung open. David marched out and scowled at me “Can you please not have this argument here? I’m with a client.”

“David—” I wasn’t going to let my assistant talk to me like that. “First of all, I’m your boss. Second, this is important.”

“Alan.” David clicked his tongue. That was bitch mode. “Don’t pull rank when we’re co-owners here. And don’t have uniformed police swarming our massage parlor. You know what that looks like.”

“You don’t like cops?” One of the cops asked David. The question was opportune.

“Nothing wrong with cops.” David peeked out at the police cars parked outside our shop. “Just that people see cops at a massage parlor, you know, they think things.”

I squinted at David. “You mean like I’m giving handjobs here is what you mean?”

David nodded. “Isn’t that what people would assume?”

“Giving handjobs? At his age?” Mister Doggystyle stared at me, then at David, incredulously. I wasn’t sure what being fifty-three had to do with my hand skills. Anyway, I didn’t look a day over a very mature forty.

David shrugged at the mystery man. “You prefer your handjobs from younger guys, bucko?”

“No!” Doggyman shook his head vigorously. “No handjobs! I’m not here for that!”

The portly cop shook his head at Doggyman. “Why are you at a massage shop if you don’t want a handjob?”

“Look! Everybody!” I held my arms up in the air in a giant X. “The point is. I don’t know what the point is. But I just thought — the police — this guy — dog pizza — his ex-girlfriend — I don’t even know anymore.”
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