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      There was pain.

      And then, there wasn’t.

      It’s the contrast between the two I notice first—that stark shift from the moment when every bone, every muscle ached from the cancer my body was struggling to escape… to the exact instant when the pain was lifted from me and I was consumed by a comforting light I see even now, with my eyes still shut.

      Its glow warms my fur and fills me up inside with an understanding—a knowledge—where once there had been a void, sparking my mind to life in ways I could never have dreamed.

      A scent tickles my nose next… and floods me with memories of the first time I lay in the thick grass in the yard Nick and I shared together. I remember the sense of peace it brought me, feeling its softness beneath me—so different from what I was used to. I recall my fascination with the tiny insects that danced among its blades and how the breeze made the tops of the grass quiver like my whiskers do when I’m smelling something particularly intriguing.

      At my start, I was a cage dog. I knew only the feel of cold steel beneath my paws as I stared out through the thin bars of my door.

      In those darker times, I remember the smells of urine and disinfectant and medical supplies. I remember that unwelcome pop of scent that would waft toward me as the people would snap on their latex gloves, telling me that pain would soon follow.

      I hadn’t known grass like I’m smelling now until the day Nick smuggled me into his townhome and set me free in his small, fenced back yard.

      “Don’t bark,” he had said. “I’m not supposed to have pets.”

      Until then, I hadn’t understood the full glory of a well-kept lawn—how thick, soft, and resilient those blades of grass could be beneath my paws, nor the way its scent blended perfectly with the smell of soil after a spring rain.

      The earthy fragrance triggers a wave of images that softly appear in my mind—all good, all pure, all bursting with emotions.

      I see Nick and that tiny yard we shared for a brief span of time. I see the bigger house he said we “traded up for” with a lawn that stretched deep enough for a good game of fetch and a hammock that he and Emma would lounge in while I lay in its shade. In my mind, I can hear the clanging of pots and pans through the kitchen window as I’d stretch out in the grass, catching a whiff of the homemade chili that Nick used to make sometimes.

      Eyes still closed, I can see it all, crystal-clear in my mind.

      And the words—oh, the words! They swirl inside me, fusing with memories.

      Until now, I understood so few.

      Sit. Stay. Come. Treat.

      And a few sentences that would make my tail wag with joy. Go fetch it. Want to go for a walk? And I love you.

      I loved I love you.

      I love it still.

      But now, so many other meanings flow through my mind of words I had heard muffled from beneath my two floppy ears.

      Like the words he said to me barely a heartbeat ago when the pain was still there.

      “I’m right here, Ranger. I love you, buddy. You’re my best friend. You’re a good boy. You won’t be in pain anymore,” he had said.

      And now, I understand. I understand the words!

      I love you too, Nick. You’re a good boy, too. The best ever. And I don’t want you to feel pain either.

      That thought has my eyes flinging open.

      The light that greets me shouldn’t shock me. I could see it through my closed eyes. But I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of it—so much more powerful than what I expected.

      Light was the last thing I remember seeing. I was on a cold metal table. Nick had put my favorite blanket over it, but I could still feel the chill of the steel beneath me. Breath came so slowly to me then. Not like now.

      And there were lights—harsh, unpleasant lights above me that I should have feared, given the way I began my life. But I feared nothing because I had Nick at my side. I could feel the constant touch of his hands stroking my face, telling me it was going to be all right, that the pain would go away, that I was a good boy.

      His good boy. And he was mine.

      “I love you, boy.” He said it over and over as I felt the prick of a needle and then a slow chill in my veins that made me so tired. So tired that I finally took my last look at the sadness in his eyes, and I was helpless to make him feel better.

      Then, as my eyelids fluttered shut, all I could see was the harsh light of the exam room through my closed eyes… when all I wanted to see was him.

      I struggled to open them. To catch one more glimpse. But I couldn’t. So I focused on his voice and those three words I had come to know so well since the day my life began with him.

      I love you.

      For all the words that crowd my brain now, with glorious meanings I finally understand, those three words are still my favorite.

      Even better than peanut butter.

      Now, as my eyes adjust to the light and images start to form, I half expect to see Nick again, because this warm, secure feeling inside of me tells me that he is near.

      But I don’t see him.

      Colors around me seep into my soul—breath-stealing in their vibrance. Then almost as though following a cue, like in one of those orchestras we’d see perform in the park on warm summer days, the colors form shapes that spark my best memories—trees and birds and thick, fragrant grass that stretches out in front of me and leads to a lake. Its waters curve and then narrow into a river, just beneath the arch of a rainbow so distinct it looks like it is a bridge.

      Everything around me is familiar and yet not. Everything I see and hear as I lift my head—it’s new to me, and yet not.

      I shift a little where I lie, prepared for the struggle that always comes when I try to stand in these recent months.

      But there is no struggle this time. No ache. No fatigue. Just me, suddenly standing on all four paws as if I have the youthful strength and energy I did back when Nick would throw a ball, and I’d launch myself in its direction.

      I blink several times, processing a palette of colors that I have never seen until now. Contrary to what some humans think, dogs aren’t completely color blind. But these colors, their richness and depth, the way they seem to shimmer around me, are like nothing I’ve ever seen before.

      Gently sloping hills in the distance draw my gaze with their copious swaths of green grass and flowering trees and shrubs, bursting with every imaginable hue of pink, red, and violet. I spot daffodils as vivid as the yellow of the sun on that first day Nick took me to a beach and let me run off-leash. And above me, a few fluffy white clouds lend character to a blue sky too perfect to be real.

      No, not just blue. It’s a cerulean sky Emma would say if she could see this. A magnificent, sublime, cerulean sky. All those words I remember her using—words that flowed like the sweet syrup that I’d sometimes get to lick off a plate when they’d make pancakes—I understand them now.

      Nick would laugh at her choice of words because he was prone to simplicity.

      “It’s just blue, Emma,” he’d say. “Pretty, yeah. But just blue.”

      Oh, Nick, if only you could see this sky now. Because just blue doesn’t quite describe it.

      The thought of him makes my eyes drift from the picture-perfect sky to the lake that reflects it.

      Curiosity nudges me to walk toward it. Or maybe I’m driven by instinct. Then I look downward into the lake’s stillness, my gaze lingering there a little longer than it normally would, staring into its depths as though this lake might bring me the answers I need.

      I cock my head, observing my own reflection. My fur has lost the silver around my muzzle that I’d notice in my image in the glass of our kitchen range. I look younger now, a spark of energy in my eyes.

      Maybe that’s why my tail wags more easily now.

      Or maybe it’s wagging because I see my own image dissolve, replaced by one that always fills me with the warmth of love.

      Nick. My best friend. My champion.

      I see his image in the lake so clearly, it’s as if he’s right here, or I’m right there. He sits on the dog bed that I love so dearly, the one that Emma used to hide away when company came. I’d swear I can smell it.

      Nick’s cheeks glisten with tears as he strokes the time-worn fabric that is covered with my fur.

      Nick rarely cries, even around me. Even when times were at their worst and the loss we shared seemed unbearable, I can count on one paw the times I saw him let a tear fall.

      He is a soldier, he told me once—a word I didn’t understand until now.

      “I’m a soldier,” he’d say. “I soldier on.”

      But he couldn’t fool me—not now, and certainly not then. Not when I could sit on the sofa with him and sneak a lick on his cheek and taste the tears he shed while he was alone… like he is right now.

      A few rogue tears trickle down his cheeks and the sight should rip me in two.

      Yet here, sitting by the lakeside with all these fresh words and meanings and wisdom that fill me, I somehow know he’ll be all right.

      Still, I long to snuggle up to his side on that dog bed and fuse my body with his. I’d lick him and love him like I always did until he’d eventually laugh as he’d pick the fur from his eyes.

      “I’m okay, Ranger,” he’d tell me. “Want some peanut butter?”

      I can’t do that now. So, I do what comes by instinct—I touch my paw to the reflection where his image is the clearest.

      My paw sends ripples along the water just the way I’d expect. But as I watch them, I notice the gentle undulations don’t just stay on the surface; they reach downward toward the image I see of Nick.

      And at that moment the ripples touch him, I see something I wasn’t expecting.

      I see him smile.

      “I miss you, boy,” he says, his gaze locking with mine.

      Does he see me? Or does he only see the memories of me in his mind’s eye right now? I don’t know all the answers, it seems.

      But I do know he can feel the love I have for him when the ripples I make with my paw in this lake touch his soul.

      This is my way of being with him, I realize. So long as I am by this lake, I know he can call to me when he needs to know that I’m there. And when I touch the water and send ripples toward him, I can bring him the comfort that he needs. The reminder that he is loved. The certainty that even though he can’t feel my fur beneath his fingertips, I am there with him, watching over him like I always did.

      I glance toward the rainbow again—the arch that seems to beckon me. Tempt me even.

      It calls to me; I won’t deny that. Something makes me want to walk closer to it to see if it really is just a trick of light… or a bridge that takes me to a place even more magical than this one.

      Maybe I will go to the rainbow bridge one day.

      But not today.

      Today, I’ll stay here where I can revel in memories that seem more real to me now that I understand the words that once peppered them. I’ll stay by the lakeside and be with my Nick in this place where the colors dazzle, where there is no darkness, and even the shadows sparkle with light.
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      Dogs don’t measure our lives like people do.

      At least I don’t.

      I don’t trace back my beginning to that moment I took my first breath or that first drink of warm milk from my mother.

      I don’t even remember my mother.

      I’m sure she was a fine bitch who loved me with all the love of the best mothers out there. But there isn’t a trace of her memory in my brain.

      If I were elsewhere right now, and not by this lake that seems to make everything all right, I’d be saddened by that thought. To know that in the life I shared with Nick, I didn’t even spare a second thought for the mother who created me, who let me grow in the snug safety of her belly and nursed me in my first weeks of life.

      But with this new awareness—this vast knowledge that surges through me—I can even form an image of her and feel this certainty that I’ll see her again one day.

      So, while people look at a dog like me and like to think that my first memories of life are of warmth—me, suckling a teat, wriggling in a heap of brothers and sisters as we vie for our loving mother’s milk—the fact is, my first memories are of pain.

      In the earliest weeks of my puppyhood, before I could even form clear memories, I was passed from person to person until I wound up in a cold, dark cage in a long hallway that echoed with the cries and smells of other dogs.

      My life, as I measure it, had not yet begun. I simply existed, a laboratory animal who didn’t know the feel of a hand stroking my fur. I was identified by a number, not a name. “Take 65B to surgery,” they’d say. “65B vomited again.” “65B developed a rash on its incision on its left hind leg.”

      It.

      I was an “it” then. I was not a “he.” I was not even a dog to them, just a thing that would be discarded when they were done with me, like those smelly latex gloves they’d toss in the trash after they’d touch me.

      They never looked into my eyes when they’d feed me or bring me water. They never considered my feelings or the idea that I might have a soul that ached for love.

      I suppose that made it easier for them. Somehow, I can’t even hate them from here by this lakeside. When they were young, I imagine none of them were stirred by hopes and dreams of hurting dogs in a lab.

      No. The path of their lives, the choices they made, brought them to that lab just like my path eventually brought me to Nick.

      I don’t condone what they did to me. But the hate is gone.

      There is a power in forgiveness. A release. I release myself from the pain and sadness and anger you caused me.

      Forgiveness comes easier here by the lake.

      But love? It’s everywhere. It’s like a soft, scented breeze that makes the lake ripple, touching Nick’s world just like it does mine.

      I don’t remember feeling love or even considering its existence until that day chaos erupted in the lab. The usual howls of dogs were blended with a new sound—angry human voices. I’d heard the sound of humans plenty, but the voices were always devoid of expression. Passionless. Clinical.

      But that particular morning, there were shouts and arguments. Then the doors to my hallway flew open, the lights flickered on, and an army of people I’d never seen before stormed in. Their presence terrified me.

      One of them approached my cage. She had a round, lovely face and skin the color of the chocolate Labrador retriever across the hall from me. I’ll never forget her face, nor will I forget what I saw in her eyes.

      It was pity.

      Her voice was low, like the coo of a dove, though I couldn’t make the comparison back then.

      “You’re going to be okay, sweet baby,” she said.

      Sweet baby? Even not knowing the words, I loved the way she said them, as though uttering them to me somehow elevated me—made me more than just an item to be discarded. Her face, her voice, her eyes made me feel like there might be something more to my existence other than sedation and incisions and fumes.

      That was the morning they took all of us away from that place that reeked of chemicals. Thirty-six of us, I heard one of them say, and now that I know what it means, the idea of it makes me shiver, even in this thick grass by the lakeside.

      Thirty-six dogs, tortured the way I was.

      I can’t help looking around me now, seeing the other dogs here and wondering if any of them were with me that day. I don’t think so.

      The sight and smells of dogs here don’t threaten me like they did during my life with Nick. They don’t make my spine stiffen and the fur on the back of my neck stand on end, triggering memories of that crowded lab and the pain it brought me.

      That day I was liberated, I went from one cage… to another. This one was even smaller than the one in the lab and was carried by a human into a big van that jostled me. The van was pleasantly cool, but I didn’t like the way its movement made my body vibrate. I was already shivering with fear. The additional shaking was not a welcome sensation. My cage moved from the van to someplace else. Looking back, I might have been in another van, a car, or even one of those steel birds I’d see flying overhead in the days to come. I wouldn’t know; I kept my back to the opening of my cage, not wanting to see what was waiting for me because I knew it could only be bad. Bad is all I ever knew.

      After that cage, I was deposited into a third one in a place the humans called a “shelter.”

      It was one of a long row of cages, similar to the lab in only that way. This cage was bigger—much bigger—with a concrete floor rather than a steel one.

      There was a soft blanket on it. It took me days before I realized I was supposed to lie on it.

      At the shelter, humans would bring me food and fresh water just like they did in the lab. But without the chemicals the lab people would spray in my face, rub into my fur, and inject into my body, I didn’t vomit up the food any longer.

      I also got a collar—my first ever—and it felt strange around my neck.

      Every morning and evening, the shelter people took part in a ritual they called a “walk” and expected me to come along.

      They’d arrive at my cage, attach a leash to my collar, and encourage me to walk alongside them.

      I was familiar with leashes to some degree. They had a special kind that they used in the lab. It was thinner than the ones at the shelter, and it had a loop at the end that would tighten around my neck when they’d put it on me. I’d wear it when they’d take me to that room that smelled of antiseptic, where I’d go to sleep and wake up with new wounds. I remember how the lab people tried to get me to walk alongside them a few times too, but always resorted to picking me up and carrying me to the room.

      Why would I want to walk alongside them, only to be led somewhere so terrible to all my senses?

      So, in the shelter, I also failed miserably at the “walk” ritual.

      “He doesn’t know how to take a walk,” I heard them say.

      “He doesn’t know how to be a dog.”

      They were patient with me, even hopeful at first.

      When they brought me food or water, their brows furrowed at the sight of me. “He’ll heal,” they said with uncertainty in their tone. “He’ll gain weight. His fur will grow back. It will cover the scars. But those eyes…”

      They always shook their heads when they looked at my eyes.

      I hadn’t seen myself at that point in my life. I didn’t have Nick’s kitchen range where I could see my reflection in the glass.

      But I could feel the crustiness of my eyes that humans couldn’t seem to wipe away any more than I could. I imagine they were watery and stained with who-knows-what.

      When I’d lie down, before I figured out what that blanket was for, I could feel where my bones would rub against the hard floor where my fur had been worn away. I’d bleed sometimes, leaving marks that I’d lick away.

      Even with no understanding of what I should look like as a dog, I sensed that I didn’t look the way the humans wanted me to look.

      Eventually, their comments shifted from “This one just needs the right home to blossom” to “I don’t think this one is adoptable.”

      The words didn’t sting because I didn’t understand them. I should have been able to guess their meaning simply from the despair I’d see in their eyes. But since I didn’t understand the concept of hope, I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of hopelessness either. It’s not like I sat in my cage, dreaming of a warm and loving home because I never knew such a thing was possible.

      That is why I don’t measure my life from my first breath.

      My life began when Nick became mine.

      It was a warm, bright morning. I remember the weather so well that day because sun was still so new to me, having been locked in a lab for most of my life. I loved the way it warmed my fur, so similar to the light I feel on me here by the lakeside.

      That morning, a person arrived at my cage with a leash to take me on a walk. I recognized this one. She was a regular.

      Just like the other times, she tapped the front of her leg and said, “Come on, boy,” giving a gentle tug of my leash.

      I got up, walked a handful of steps, and then lay down again as soon as we stepped outside.

      I wasn’t trying to be disobedient. I simply enjoyed lying in the patches of soil behind the shelter, feeling the coolness against my belly and loving how different it felt compared to the floor of any cage I’d ever known.

      Then she gave me another tug, another “Come on, boy,” and I walked a few more steps until I found another suitable place to lie down.

      This walk was no different from the others, until one time, after I lay down and she moved to give another tug, I heard a soft snapping sound…

      …and one end of the leash fell to the woman’s side.

      The leash’s buckle was broken.

      I’m sure my eyes widened just as much as hers. There were a few distinct beats of time. I could have counted them—one, two, three—if I had all the knowledge I do now.

      Our eyes were locked. Her mouth gaped. It seemed as if she was considering what to do next—and so was I.

      Now, with the way meanings attach themselves to the words that fuse with my memories, I wonder if she heard the same thing that I did earlier that day.

      “We need to euthanize this one if he doesn’t find a home today. We need the room. There’s a hoarding situation just outside of town. Twelve more dogs are coming in.”

      The words were meaningless to me then. But knowing them now, I can’t help considering whether that’s why she let those brief moments pass—just enough time for me to do something I had literally never done before.

      I ran.

      I don’t know why I ran. The cage they kept me in came with regular food, clean water, and a soft blanket that I had only just begun to appreciate. The people never sprayed things in my face nor put me to sleep to awaken with new incisions in my skin that ached and seeped with pus.

      And I certainly had no idea that my time was running out there.

      But in that instant when the leash broke, I felt this sense of freedom that I didn’t want to end.

      I wasn’t tethered to a human. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was in control. I could run as fast and as far as I wanted.

      So I did.

      I was not an athletic dog by any measure, especially then. I didn’t even know my legs were capable of moving so quickly.

      Yet for all their talk in the shelter about me not knowing how to be a dog, running felt right, felt natural, like it was something my body was designed to do.

      It was all instinct for me—as though every ancestral dog in my family’s line was cheering me on. The mother I didn’t remember. The father I never knew. The siblings that I can only assume I had. And every dog who shared my blood before I was even on the earth. As my paws raced with feverish energy and I ached in places I didn’t even know I had muscles, I swore I could hear their barks of applause.

      I didn’t look back to see if the woman was trying to catch me.

      I’m not sure how much distance I put between myself and the shelter when my pace slowed to a walk. I probably wasn’t too far—I was still weak from malnourishment and my wounds had not yet fully healed.

      But I kept moving as the sun made its trek across the sky, and hunger and thirst settled into me.

      I followed a road, learning very quickly that the cars that used it were terrifying in their speed and lack of regard for me. It introduced me to animals I had never seen before. Squirrels mostly. A rabbit. A deer. All at least partially flattened and lifeless as stumps. Their stench wafted in my direction as I passed them, and carried with it a warning of just how dangerous roads could be to animals like me.

      So I stayed near the road. Not on the road.

      I approached a place where giant steel birds flew. I had never seen a bird before that day, much less one that was so big—and loud enough to make the air vibrate around me.

      Throughout my life, I came to know those steel birds well and the names that humans gave them. “There goes another plane, Ranger,” Nick would say as we sat on the top stair of our porch together and he sipped a beer. “That’s a C-17. Someone’s headed home,” or “There’s a C-130. Guess they’re doing a jump today.” Nick loved to watch the aircraft from that first back yard we shared when we lived close to the army base.

      Planes were not to be feared the way cars were. But I didn’t know that then as I walked near the roadside. So every time I heard them thunder and roar above me, I’d cower in a nearby hedge for protection.

      It was at one of those moments, as I huddled next to a bush near the road, that I saw a car slow to a stop.

      I lifted myself to a sitting position, poised to run. I was tired and hungry, but not ready to give up my newfound freedom.

      The window squeaked as it rolled down. And I saw my Nick.

      Through the opening of his window, he talked to me for a little while with that low timbre of his voice that I would come to know so well. After a few minutes, he got out of his car and approached me.

      Despite the ache in my muscles, I managed to stand on all four paws, instinct telling me to dart away from him without delay… at the same time I felt drawn to him.

      Eventually by that roadside, with his abundant patience and the enticement of some pretzels he had in his pocket, I felt his warm hand against my fur, stroking me as he spoke meaningless words that I sensed were filled with kindness.

      I knew then that he was mine. That very moment when his open palm touched my fur for no other reason but to bring me comfort.

      That is when my life began.

      Not with those few weeks with a mother I don’t remember, nor the stretch of my existence marked by pain and fear in the lab. Not in the animal shelter, and not even in that flash of time when I experienced a freedom that I had never imagined possible.

      Life begins when there is love.

      And that love began when I found my Nick.
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