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March 2017, eight a.m. South Jetty, Columbia River, Astoria, Oregon.

“How many beers we got left?” I asked.

“Three. Want another one?” Larry replied.

“Yup. Better drink ‘em before they freeze.”

“Hey! Look. There’s the Coastie rollover lifeboat. See it?” Larry exclaimed excitedly, pointing to the red and white forty-five-foot rescue boat heading into the storm-driven sea at the river outlet.

“Where?”

“Right there! Put your damn glasses on!”

“My glasses don’t have wipers, you dunce! I can see just fine. Oh my God, Larry, is it going to make it?”

“Prob’ly not. The wave is too big.”

“Jumpin’ Jesus! Look at it. It’s going over backward!”

“Wait. It’ll come back up in a few seconds.”

“Are you sure? Those guys strapped on deck are going to freeze their asses off.”

“Molly, you’re so ignorant. They got gumby suits on. Ain’t nobody goin’ to freeze.”

“Shut up, Larry. I knew that already. They had ‘em on when they were searching for my dad.”

“Right.”

“I did!”

“See, just like I told ya. It’s turning right side up,” Larry said.

“That was awesome! I think it might be fun being a Coastie.”

“Well, you better decide where the hell you’re going. You’re almost eighteen. I’m freezin. Let’s go to class.”

Sitting on the sand in between huge blue granite breakwater boulders, Molly and Larry watch as steep high waves enter the Columbia River channel. A passing storm from the previous day has whipped the Pacific Ocean into a frenzy. A perfect day for the Coast Guard to train the ship’s pilots and crew to operate the boat in preparation for near-shore rescue missions along the Oregon and Washington coastlines.

“Think that piece of a crap car of yours will make it back?” I asked kiddingly, referring to his fifteen-year-old black Honda Civic.

“Hey! It got us here, right?”

“We gotta make a round trip, Larry. That means from point B back to point A. I’m not walkin’ back. It’s all your fault if we’re late.”

“We ain’t gonna be late,” standing up and stretching his six-foot frame, combing his short brown hair, damp with moisture from light fog.

“Mr. Duncan will really be pissed if I’m late again. So you better tell him it’s all your fault.”

“I told you we’re not gonna be late, so quit whinin’.”

“We will be late if the Youngs Bay drawbridge is up. Don’t you ever lock this thing?”

I kicked the front tire of Larry’s car, causing the cheap wheel cover to fall to the ground.

“Sometimes. Like when I gotta protect my stash and beer. So gimme that screwdriver in the glove compartment and toss the wheel cover in the back seat.”

“Here. Hurry up. I’m freezin’.”

I handed Larry the screwdriver with one hand and held the door open with the other. My whole body felt as cold as the steel door handle.

“See, it started. Just like magic!”

“Since when did jump-starting a car become magic, Larry? You need to fix it right. Can’t you do it in auto shop?”

“I don’t have the cash for a new starter solenoid. Maybe this summer. I dunno.”

Easing into the battered Honda, I nudged the trash on the floor with my thrift store shoes to get my cold sockless ankles under the heater vent. Then I turned the heater on high and fastened my seatbelt.

As we turned from the jetty road to the highway, Larry asked me a question no one had ever asked me.

“How’s your mom doin’?”

“How should I know? I’m sittin’ here in the car with you.”

“No, I meant, how is she doing with her depression and drugs?”

“Same shit, different day. I keep pushing her away like she has some sort of disease I might get. I’m scared. Scared that I might have no one left by the time I turn eighteen. I love my mom, but I can’t get myself to act like it. If she keeps doin’ drugs, she’ll kill herself.”

“I read about that. It’s called a self-defense mechanism. Sort of prepares you for something coming that you don’t want to happen.”

“I don’t know what I’d do if she died. Maybe check out, maybe cut my wrists or something.” I rubbed my wrists with icy hands.

“Now that would really piss me off, Molly!” Larry said.

“What the hell do you care?”

“How long have we known each other? I was seven when we moved down the block from you. We’ve been friends for ten years. We're not meant to be lovers...  are we?”

“No, Larry, we’re not.” I was pretty sure of that.

“Okay, just checkin’. Yeah, we’re like oil and water, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. You should listen to yourself.”

“I came close to killing myself when my dad died,” I confessed sadly.

“I remember that, but I never understood why you would be so desperate,” Larry responded.

I don’t expect you to understand, Larry. It wasn’t your dad that died, was it?

“It was the rumors. Mean rumors.”

Not remembering the details, Larry posed another question. “How long has it been?”

“Almost a year. Seems like it was just yesterday.”

“I remember some rumors, like your dad was drunk, or he purposely ran the boat onto the rocks to collect insurance. I heard one that said your dad hated Robby Titer and pushed him into the water and left him to die.”

“I couldn’t handle the rumors. Nobody would listen even when the autopsy report was released, saying he died of a heart attack. Some kids even blamed me, saying I was too mean to him and I caused the attack.”

“They aren’t right. But you can be mean, Molly. You’re mean to me sometimes, especially when you misinterpret what I’ve said.”

It’s hard enough to care about myself, Larry. So why should I give a shit about anyone else?

“Maybe that’s why I’ve been a loner all my life. By choice. Kids wouldn't mess with me if I were meaner than a junkyard dog. It’s worked so far.”

“Yeah, but it won’t get you anywhere.”

“Well, I sure as hell don’t fit into the ‘social’ group, do I?” I whined.

“I know what’s the matter with you. Either you weren’t born with it, or you lost your self-esteem somewhere along the way. It’s stupid! Look at you. Five foot six, great figure, beautiful face. So, what’s not to like?”

“Beats the hell out of me, Larry. All I know is kids don’t like me, ‘cept for you and maybe Kallie.”

“They don’t understand you. You can be weird sometimes, especially when you react to something they say or don’t look at them when you’re talking. They think you’re shinin’ ‘em on.”

“I don’t need anybody’s understanding. They can just leave me the hell alone.”

“Ah, we lucked out. The drawbridge is down. We’re gonna make it on time.”

“Fat chance. It’s already nine.” I said.
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Auto shop, Astoria High School.

“Well, Molly, it’s nice of you to join us. Unfortunately, that’s the fifth time you’ve been late this month. Maybe you can put a little more effort into finding your way here. I can’t keep lying to the principal. If she finds out, you’ll be transferred to the continuation high school in Seaside.”

“Larry’s car wouldn’t start,” I said, stating a half-truth.

“Molly, come to my office, please. Darrel, take over the class.”

Mr. Duncan, the Astoria High School Industrial Arts teacher, has known me for four years. He thinks I have hidden potential and has made it his uninvited mission to help me succeed, with little success. I like him, though.

“I told you his car wouldn’t start, Mr. D. Isn’t that enough? Just gimme the stupid hall pass. I know where the principal’s office is.”

“Molly, let’s drop the excuses. You can’t keep acting like a little kid.”

“I’m seventeen. In case you hadn't noticed, I’m not a little kid.”

“I’m trying to help you. I know you’re smart when you put your mind to it. So far, we’ve at least got you past the university entrance exam with an unusually high score. That should give you some confidence in your ability to go to college.”

“Confidence, my ass, Mr. D. Passing the exam is one thing. Surviving four years of college is another. I want to keep working at the market and maybe be a checkout clerk someday.”

“It’s your choice, but you might miss a big chance to improve your life.”

“I can’t, Mr. D. I just can’t! You guys just don’t understand.”

I avoided eye contact by glancing out the office window with a view of the classroom, only to observe the class bully giving me the finger and other obscene gestures.

Same to you, you ignorant asshole, flipping him back.

“Name one thing that will hold you back,” forcing me to return to the conversation.

“My mom. She wants me to get a better job so she can stay home and be permanently high.”

“How old are you, Molly?”

“I just told you! Seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in four months.”

“What’s preventing you from moving out? You might do better on your own.”

“Again, it’s my mom. I’m all she has left after dad died,” I said, squirming uncomfortably in the generic brown fiberglass chair.

“Ah, yes. The fishing boat accident on the jetty. I’m sorry you lost your dad.”

“I’m sorry too, but sorry ain’t gonna’ bring him back, is it? She’s not gonna let me go. If I go, so does her child support money. She can’t hold a job, so there’s no chance she’ll ever go off welfare.”

“What are your dream goals, Molly? You must have some. Most kids your age have them, even if they’re far-fetched.”

“Well, as I told you last year, I want to live a simple life, have a kid or two.... I don’t think more school will get me there.”

“Miss Jacobs, the math teacher, seems to have a different opinion about your ability. Isn’t it true that you gave a class presentation about imaginary numbers?”

“Yeah, but I ripped most of it off the net. I understand the theory, but I don’t know how the hell you ever use it in real life.”

“I suppose that a stock clerk probably won’t need too much math,” he stated regretfully after failing to persuade me.

“I’ll go to my first classes, Mr. D, but I'll quit if it looks too hard, and right now, you’re pushin’ me too hard.”

“You’ll quit? What about the tuition scholarship you landed for your first college year? Are you going to toss it out the window?”

Here we go. Pile on the pressure; why don’t you?

“I didn’t deserve it in the first place. Lots more kids need scholarships. I only got it because of you and Miss J.”

“You qualified for it. We don’t doubt it will give you a leg up, so you don’t need to work full time.”

“But there’s still my mom and maybe my little drinking habit.”

“Speaking of which, how many beers have you had today?”

“None.”

“C’mon, either my nose isn’t working, or you didn’t brush your teeth and use mouthwash.”

C’mon, get off my case, D.

“I can’t remember, maybe four. So what?”

“And what does drinking do for you?”

“Makes me mellow. It makes me not give a shit about anything. Makes it easier to go home.”

“You can’t go on like this.”

“Everybody else does it, Mr. D. Just look around in class. Half of the kids are falling asleep.”

“And I thought it was my lectures. Thanks for the insight!”

“Can I go now?” I asked.

“Yes, but on one condition. Promise me you’ll at least try?”

“Maybe. Why do you care about kids like me, anyway? You get paid to teach, not to be a counselor. I’m sure they’re not paying you enough, either, with a degree from MIT.”

“Molly, I know you can’t understand this now, but maybe later. When someone comes along with intellectual capacity like you, it’s incumbent on us as teachers to nurture you and see that you live up to your full potential. Of course, we want the very best for you. But, that said, we also have high expectations.”

“That’s the scary part. What if I don’t meet expectations? What if I can’t even get through the first semester? Then what? You’ll just walk away? Shit.”

“Then you regroup and figure out where you went wrong.”

“I went wrong? It’s my goddamn brain that went wrong. Sometimes, I can see stuff so clearly that it scares me, and an hour later, I can’t even remember what I was thinking. It’s just not smart enough.”

“You’re blaming your brain?”

“You sound just like that weird shrink I got stuck with two years ago. My brain’s the one that should help me, not some goddamn nameless ‘inner child.’”

“You don’t believe in the inner child?”

“It sort of made sense for a while, but not anymore.”

“What changed your mind?”

“All I did was ask the shrink a simple question.”

“What was it?”

“What happens if your inner child dies?”

“I don’t know the answer, but what was the shrink’s response?” pressing me further.

“He said we shouldn’t talk about our inner child like that. It’s a concept, not a reality.”

“So, I told him thanks for lying to me. That was the last time I saw him.”

“I can’t say that I blame you. Let’s get back to school issues.”

“I thought we were done. I told you I’d try.”

I squirmed in my seat, half lying.

“Have you decided on a major yet? What did you put on your university application?”

“I put down Engineering first but crossed it out and put English.”

“Why English?”

“I sort of like writing. I got good grades on my stories, so I figured, what the hell?”

“So, I’m hearing that you want to stick with something you know rather than challenge yourself. Is that right?”

“I guess. It’s a lot easier. But, you know, I could be a writer.”

“It’s hard to make a living as a writer, Molly.”

“Not if I’m good at it. Stop trying to discourage me.”

“If you find you don’t like English, you might give a little thought to something like electronic engineering. As fast as technology expands, you won’t ever be out of a job.”

“So, is that the new university teacher you keep telling us about? Your former college roommate?”

“That would be Jonn Samsonn, yes.”

“So, I’ll have three dads? One dead one, and two that expect miracles out of me. See what an impossible situation you’re forcing me into, Mr. D? It isn’t fair!”

“I don’t think I need to lecture you anymore, Molly. I’m done. You’ll either survive or flame out right into the Columbia. You understand that it’s your choice, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but it still sucks.”

“Which reminds me. Have you heard that scientists repealed the law of gravity?”

“What? That’s bullshit!”

“All the brilliant minds of science have studied the equations for years. But, in the end, they decided that gravity doesn’t exist. It’s an illusion. The earth just sucks. Plain as that. So, your belief that your situation sucks is right in line with the greatest minds on earth.”

“Jeez, Mr. D, what have you been smokin’ lately?”

“Sativa, but only on the weekends! Now, get out of here and finish your lab experiment. You only have two weeks left before graduation.”

Duncan remained in his office for another five minutes. I wasn’t sure if I was off the hook or not, but I didn’t care. After school, Larry and I smoked the last of his stash and downed two six-packs of beer I stole from the market.
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My friend Kallie Wilson invited Larry and me to join her Sunday morning for a Finnish pancake breakfast at the Astoria Scandinavian Midsummer Festival. It was the third weekend in June.

As we walked to the fairgrounds that morning, Kallie asked, “Where’s your Nordic outfit, Molly?”

Ah, shit. Why not embarrass me? Damn you, Kallie.

“I’m not Nordic. I’m just a mutt from two parents born in America. Seeing you and your friends dressed up is fun, but I can’t fake it.”

I can’t fake it because I can’t even afford new undies.

“Who would know?” asked Larry.

“Me, you, Kallie.”

And everyone else here. I don’t even look Nordic, whatever that is!

A male voice behind us spoke, “I hope you made reservations for four, Kallie. I’m starving!”

“Sam! Just in time. And yes, I did make reservations for four.” Kallie responded.

Larry asked, “Hey, Sam. How’s my favorite body snatcher?” quipping on Sam’s part-time job as a paramedic for the Astoria Fire Department.

“Great. A whole day off, breakfast with good friends, and a mystery woman. What more could a guy ask for?” he said, looking at me with beautiful blue eyes.

“Well, for starters, you could ask my name after telling me what you do as a body snatcher.”

Backing up slightly, I looked him up and down, admiring his athletic build, perfectly fitting Levi’s, and the University of Colorado shirt, hiding what I suspected was a carefully sculpted body.

“I’m a paramedic for the fire department. And what is your name, Miss?”

“What was my name? It’s Molly. It’s always been Molly. Molly Sheridan.”

“Okay. Sorry. Are you the daughter of the late Captain Sheridan?”

“Yes. Don’t ask me any questions about my father or give me any of your goddamn opinions about why he died.”

“Ouch! I wasn’t going to. I was part of the search and rescue detail and had first-hand information.

“Sorry. I'm a bit sensitive after all the lies those idiots have spread.”

“Let’s start over, Molly. Hi, my name is Sam Turlock. I’m friends with Larry and Kallie. I recently moved here from Colorado. I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Umm, I’m Molly. I was born here, but I’m not Scandinavian.”

“Then what are you?”

“I just told you. I’m Molly.”

“I know. Where are your parents from?”

“Oh. Sorry. Dutch and Swedish, I think.”

“Well, we have something in common then. I was born an immigrant mix, too. My Mom is Italian American, but my dad is French American.”

“You can’t be Italian and American at the same time! Don’t you know that?”

“What I meant was, their parents were immigrants, but my parents were born in America, so they’re called Italian or French Americans.”

“So, where did you meet Larry and Kallie?” I asked.

“CPR class at the Department of Health.”

“Don’t get any ideas about mouth-to-mouth with me. I hardly know you, and you’re so tall I can’t reach your lips, anyway.”

“The thought never crossed my mind, Miss Sheridan.”

Jeez, shut your stupid mouth, Sheridan.

After breakfast, we watched various ethnic groups' folk dancing and the Icelandic horsemanship show and ate everything that looked good, except the Lutefisk. It was a beautiful morning, and for some reason, it didn’t bother me to rub elbows with the crowd.

Later that afternoon, we parked in the university parking lot and hiked the half-mile up the road leading to the Astoria Column, a historical landmark.

Out of breath, after climbing the 164-step column staircase, we gathered on the viewing platform overlooking the Columbia River.

Kallie spoke first. “It’s hard to imagine the amount of water flowing downriver. I think it’s pretty weird that most of the river in front of Astoria is only eight feet deep, except for the shipping channel.”

“264,900 cubic feet per second,” I responded.

“Hell of a collision when that much water meets the Pacific,” Larry added.

As we watched, a conspiracy of jet-black ravens soared up the face of Coxcomb Hill, rising effortlessly up the height of the mural-covered column with no wing movement, and silently passed in front of us.

“My spirit guide,” I exclaimed, pointing at the closest raven.

“You still believe that, Molly? Just because one of ‘em pooped on you when you were a kid doesn’t mean they guide you. Besides, you must have found the one-in-a-million raven who was born bad,” Larry said.

“What? Born bad? Birds can’t be born bad, or they’d be dead.”

“A fine, upstanding bird hasn’t exactly guided you well. Look at all the trouble you and I have gotten into over the years. If you know First Nations lore, the raven is called the ‘trickster,’ selfish, deceitful, and mischievous.”

Smart ass.

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

Kallie interrupted, “Sam, I think we just witnessed a miracle. Finally, Molly and Larry agree on something! What a concept.”

Sam looked at me and shook his head, as if believing it was a miracle would forever doom his critical thinking skills.

“Why are you looking at me like that, Sam-I-Am?”

“Just wondering which of you is right most of the time.”

“I am?” Larry burst out.

“No way! I am!” I shouted.

Kallie interjects, “Shit, here we go again. That certainly was a short-lived miracle.”

As we descended the stairway, Kallie and I lagged behind.

“Did you set me up for a blind date with this guy, Kallie?”

“He’s not blind, in case you didn’t notice.”

“You know what I mean. Why me, why Sam, why now?”

“You, because you’re acting like a lost soul. He, because he just moved here, doesn’t know anyone and works all the time. And the now... what better time to fall in love before college starts?”

“Fat chance we’ll fall in love. What does that mean, anyway? I sure don’t know.”

“You won’t unless you shit-can your attitude. Stop hiding whatever it is that you’re hiding and face it. Get a life.”

“Shit, Kallie, I did face it. Years ago. It’s not something that you or anyone else needs to know. It’s my problem, thank you very much.”

“Sam’s a good guy, so don’t destroy him with your snarkiness.”

“I’m not snarky, am I?”

“No, you can be worse. In two minutes, I’ve seen you go from the innocent little girl to a complete asshole.”

“Why are you beating up on me, Kallie?” I asked, somewhat confused.

“That’s what friends are for. Sometimes, being forced to look in the mirror changes a person. I want you to be happy, Molly. Truly happy, with good friends and a good life.”

“I’m trying to change. But God knows how hard it is. I have no social skills.”

“That’s not all. Somewhere there is a back-story, and it’s eating you alive, and you can’t admit it.”

“No one is ever going to know that story. Ever. So, stop meddling.”

“Okay with me. It’s your life.”

The day ended with dinner for four at the Shrimp Shack in the neighboring town of Warrenton, Oregon. Unfortunately, neither Sam nor I pursued each other there, or afterward. I wouldn’t even know where to begin with him.
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Summer for me was a continuous cycle of work at the market, beach combing with Larry, girl time with Kallie, and reading until....

After I finished my stock clerk shift, I filled four recycled brown paper grocery store bags with food and checked out at check stand three, where my twenty-something shift partner, Megan, was the current night shift checker.

As I walked away, a deep male voice behind me questioned, “What’s in the bags, Sheridan?”

“Groceries. Why?”

“Where’s the receipt? Or maybe there isn’t one.”

“In the trash can at checkout counter three.”

“Gimme the bags, and go find the receipt now!”

“Okay, okay, jeez.”

Asshole!

It didn’t take long for me to find the receipt. I returned, handing the new store manager the crinkled, white slip of recycled paper. I already pegged him as a completely incompetent and uncompassionate idiot on his first day.

“Why are the bags full of dented cans, food with today's date as the ‘sell by,’ and cat food?”

“Cheaper. Checkout gives me an employee discount, too.”

“This stuff for you or some homeless person?”

“What difference does it make?”

“I don’t want a bunch of filthy homeless hangin’ around the store. Bad for business.”

“It’s not for the homeless.”

“Then who, you?”

“No. My friend Mrs. Kagiyama.”

“That Jap woman I’ve heard about?”

“Jap woman? You’re not old enough to have been in the war with Japan, so why the racial slur?”

“That’s what you call it, a slur? Them damn Japs stole all kinds 

of stuff at the last store where I worked.”

“Really? How many did you have arrested?”

“One. The rest got away.”

“Even the little ol’ ladies?”

“Yes. Ain’t none of ‘em any good.”

“Sounds like a bad case of corporate caca to me,” I countered.

“Watch it, Sheridan. I can fire you anytime I want.”

“Really? On what grounds?”

“No grounds. You keep pissin’ me off, and you’re gone.”

“Thanks for the warning. Are we done here?” I asked.

“Get the hell out of here, and you better be on time tomorrow.”

“Got it.”

As I walked away, my hand slipped inside my blouse, turning my cell phone off and ending the recording.

The next day.

“Hi, Nana. I brought some goodies for you. Can I come in?”

“Oh dear, yes,” replied ninety-year-old Nana Kagiyama as she opened the front door to her tiny, immaculate house, three doors down from mine. Nana has been a surrogate mother for me. We’ve spent hours learning about each other and our cultures. 

Nana's cat, Slinky, immediately sniffed the bags, checking out her next meal.

“How much do I owe you, Molly?”

“Nothin’ Nana. You know the drill. I buy you groceries to feel better about myself, and you and Slinky get to enjoy free meals. A win-win, I’d say,” leaning down and gently stroking the cat’s back.

“You can’t afford to do this, Molly, not on your minimum wage. I’ve told you that many times before.”

“Not to worry, Nana. I still have about a million bucks stashed under my bed.”

“I looked under your bed last week when I was there for dinner. No money.”

“Busted! Damn.”

“When does school start? You are going to the university, aren’t you?”

“Next week. Yup, I decided to give it a try, at least for a while.”

“You need that degree, Molly. My husband wanted to go to school all his life, but fishing was all he knew. So, he never went to school and couldn’t even fill out an application for the community college. We would have been okay if he had gone to school and found a good-paying job. But, unfortunately, paying the bills hasn’t been easy since he died.”

“Well, I’m here for you, Nana. We both need each other to survive in this shitty world.”

“Thank you. You’re my best young friend.”

“And you’re my best young adult friend, Nana.”

“Can you stay for dinner?”

“Nah. I gotta do some paperwork tonight. Important stuff. Thanks anyway.”

“Good luck, and thanks for the groceries.”

“You’re welcome, Nana. See ‘ya next week. Bye.”

I mailed a complaint letter and a copy of my phone recording to the corporate market office the next day. Two weeks later, we welcomed a new female manager.

A week after that, my life unraveled unexpectedly. I suspected that petting Nana’s cat was an omen.
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“I think there’s something wrong with Timmy. Maybe you should take him to the vet, suggested my mother, Angel.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“He won’t eat or drink, and he’s been in bed all day. He growled at me when I tried to touch him.”

I spoke my very first sentence at age five and didn’t speak again for six months. Then, desperate to change my sullen and insecure disposition, my father brought home a two-week-old, cuddly, handsome, golden-colored Korgy puppy from the pound for my sixth birthday. It worked. Partially.

“Where are the keys to Dad’s truck?” I asked. 

“It’s out of gas.”

Shit, how can you be so lazy, Mom?

I laid a freshly laundered soft blanket next to Timmy’s bed, easing him gently onto it and wrapping the remainder around him. Then, comforting Timmy in my lap, I waited my turn at the vet.

“Molly, let’s bring Timmy to the examination room,” suggested Jenny, the veterinarian's aide.

“Hi, Molly. It’s nice to see you again,” said Dr. Stevens.

“I wish we were meeting at the market, Doctor, and not here. Timmy’s not doin’ so good.”

“Let’s take a look. First, we’ll draw some blood, and Jenny will analyze the sample while I check him over.

Ten minutes later, after a succession of ‘mm’s’ and ‘interesting’ utterances, Dr. Stevens checked the blood analysis data.

“He’s eleven years old in human time but seventy-seven in dog years. You’ve taken care of him, Molly, but he has liver cancer and will probably only last another month. Unfortunately, we need to consider putting him to sleep.”

“What? Put him to sleep? I brought him here so you could fix him up. I can’t kill him!”

“Molly, it’s cancer and has spread through his body. Unfortunately, there isn’t any way to get rid of it. I’m sorry.”

“When?” I asked.

My mind was boggled by what he had just said.

“It’s up to you, but it should be within the next two weeks because the pain will worsen.”

How the hell do I decide? If I agree, I’m the executioner or the irresponsible owner if I don’t. I can’t let him suffer anymore.

“I need to call my friend, Doctor. I'd appreciate it if you could give me a few minutes.”

“Certainly. Please take your time, and don’t decide until you’re ready.”

I called Larry, my best friend, as I exited the Vet’s office carrying my dog’s blanket.

“Larry, I need your help. Can you come to Dr. Steven’s office?”

“The Vet? Right now?”

“Yes. It’s Timmy. He’s dying.”

“Oh, shit! Yes, I’ll be there in twenty.”

“Thanks, Larry.”

“What happened? Did he get hit by a car or something?” Larry frantically asked as he approached the front door of the office.

“No. It’s worse. Timmy has cancer. The doctor said he’d be dead in a month. I gotta make a decision. Maybe today.”

“Today? Are you sure?”

“Not yet. That’s why I asked you to come. I need your advice.”

“What if you don’t do it today?”

“He’ll only get worse, and the pain will get worse, too.”

“Can’t the doc give him pain meds?”

“Sure, but that only delays the inevitable,” I said, staring at the sidewalk.

“Damn. It doesn’t sound like you have much choice. Now or later, the outcome will be the same, won’t it?”

“Yes. Unfortunately.”

“Then I think you should do it today if you’re ready. I think that’s what I’d do.”

“Can you stay with me?”

Please, please, Larry. I don’t think I can do this alone.

“Of course. Let me call my folks and tell them I’ll be late for dinner.”

Must be nice to have a family that cares if you show up for dinner.

“I’ll see you inside.”

After I informed the doctor that I had made my decision, he led me to a beautifully decorated room with baby blue colored walls, soft lighting, and carpeting sculpted to look like one might be standing on top of clouds in the sky. In addition, several comfortable chairs were strategically located around the room, probably reflecting a Feng Shui influence.

“Do you mind if we sit on the floor, Doctor?”

“Not at all. Let’s put this waterproof sheet under your blanket. I’ll bring Timmy in after I give him the shot.”

“What shot?”

“First, a sedative to relax him, then a seizure medication called pentobarbital. It will painlessly stop his heart and brain activity. It takes about two minutes.”

Two minutes? That’s all? Shit, I thought it would at least be an hour or two. How can a person say goodbye to the best dog in the world in two minutes?

“What will happen to him, then?”

“You may arrange to bury him at the pet cemetery or elect to have him cremated and receive the remains in a special urn with his name on it.”

“I don’t want to bury him. Eventually, some asshole kid will come along and spray graffiti on his headstone.”

“Then I’ll make the arrangements for cremation. You can pick up the urn right here in the office in a week. Maybe it would help to scatter some ashes in Timmy’s favorite places. It’s a way of honoring the times you spent together. It helps you get past the loss.”

“Thank you, Dr. Stevens. Could you please ask my friend, Larry, to come in here? I think he’s in the waiting room.”

“Certainly,” he said as he exited the room.

“All set. My folks said to tell you they send their best wishes and will be thinking about you,” Larry commented.

“They’re good people, Larry. You’re a lucky kid to have such parents.”

After giving Timmie the shots, Doctor Stevens entered the room and placed Timmy between my crossed legs in my lap. Then, after several attempts to get his right leg to rest where it didn’t hurt, Larry sat on the carpet, knee to knee, with me—an injury left from when he fell off the roof of a neighbor’s house when we played hide-and-seek.

Timmy appeared to be asleep, his breathing slow and regular. Several tears escaped his closed eyes.

“What a handsome dog he is. Remember when we were kids and took him to the soccer field to play ball? Man, he was fast,” Larry said.

“Yeah. He didn’t take any crap from the other dogs, either. Timmy thought he was a German Shepherd in disguise. He sure kicked Kallie’s mutt’s ass.”

“He was a fun little dog. We had lots of good times with him, didn’t we?”

“Sure did. He was the best dog ever. What a sweetie,” I sighed.

We were silent for several minutes, tears streaming as we patted and stroked Timmy’s head and back.

As Timmy took his last deep breath, I burst into tears. I couldn’t help myself.

“I love you so much, Timmy. Please don’t hate me for this. You’re the best dog in the whole wide world, and I’ll never forget you. Ever.”

Larry sobbed and momentarily placed his palms on my cheeks, my tears rapidly flowing over his fingers. Then he started crying even more. As we internally processed the death we had just witnessed, we sat silently for another five minutes, tears still streaming, minds reluctant to accept the loss of a beloved friend.

Larry was the first to stand, somewhat painfully. “I’ll get Doctor Stevens.”

Doctor Stevens listened with his stethoscope. Nothing.

“Are you okay, Larry?” asked the doctor, looking over his half-glasses.

“Maybe tomorrow. We just lost our best little friend. We’ll be okay.”

“And you, Molly? How are you feeling?”

“I’m feeling pissed that dogs have to die. Why can’t they just live forever and have fun? Timmy should have lived for a thousand years.”

“Maybe he will. There might be an afterlife that we don’t know about. I think you made the right decision today. You saved Timmy from a lot of pain and suffering. He went peacefully, and I think he was ready. If there’s anything you need, call me anytime.”

“Thank you, Doctor. How much do I owe you?”

It felt odd to ask that from a doctor who never turns anyone down for lack of money.

“Let’s talk about that in a week when you pick up the urn.”
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