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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight
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        For all the dog lovers.

      

      

      

      
        
        The richest people in the world

        are those who have known

        the unconditional love of a dog.
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      What would you do if you won a million dollars?

      Would you laugh?

      Would you cry?

      Would you quit your job and tell the boss everything you’ve always wanted to say but couldn’t?

      Would you get drunk and buy a round of drinks for the entire bar?

      Would you sell your house and get something bigger in a nicer neighborhood?

      Would you splurge on diamonds and pearls or invest in oil and gold?

      Would you trade in your old car for a Porsche for the weekends before realizing that from now on… every day is the weekend?

      Admit it, you have a list.

      Dax and I had a list too. It changed every few weeks as we fantasized about new corners of the world to explore or discovered new gadgets that would make life in the twenty-first century more convenient than it already was. But none of those things would ever topple the dream that sat at the top of our list. But a bit more about that later.

      Of course, we also had a list of things we would never, ever miss if we ever won a million bucks.

      We’d never miss having a slow week with our dog grooming business and digging down the back of the sofa in search of enough loose change to order pizza for ourselves and our faithful mutt Elvis.

      We’d never miss having to scissor-paper-rock to decide who was going to venture out to the pool and tell our landlady Lola that we were short on our rent again.

      And we’d sure as hell never— I mean never, ever, never in a million years, ever, ever, fucking never— miss picking the fleas off Miss America… because that bitch bites.

      Snap!

      I jerked my hand back faster than the needle-like fangs of that fluffy little mutt could snag a finger. I’d learned from past mistakes. When it came to clipping and bathing Miss America, fast reflexes were the difference between life and death.

      “Be careful!” shrieked Mrs. Harrington, eyeing me angrily. “You’re clipping her too close. You’ll ruin her bouffant. No wonder she’s snapping at you.”

      I exchanged a quick glance and eye-roll with my business partner and best friend Dax— which was my way of saying, ‘You handle that bitch, I’ll take care of this one’— before he turned on the charm for our insanely wealthy client to keep her happy.

      “Wow, is it hot out here or what… don’t you think, Mrs. Harrington?” Dax wiped his brow with the back of his forearm then fanned himself. There on the paved driveway of Mrs. Harrington’s palatial Vegas home, you could definitely feel the desert sun beating down, providing just enough plausibility for Dax to strip off his shirt. Indeed, Dax’s hot and sweaty act was always a sure-fire hit with the ladies who employed us to groom their precious pooches, not to mention a guaranteed way to distract our clients so we could get our job done, collect a nice tip and hand little shih-tzus like Miss America back to their equally precious owners.

      “Oh yes, it’s very hot out here,” Mrs. Harrington agreed vehemently as Dax unbuttoned the top three buttons of his khaki shirt with cute little doggy paw prints all over it and our business name and logo— Dax & Jesse’s Dashing Hounds— embroidered on the breast pocket. Three buttons and a more generous sampling of his muscled chest was enough to make Mrs. Harrington fan herself too. “Why don’t I go fetch you boys some ice-cold water. Or better still, I’ll have Consuela make you a fresh pitcher of lemonade, extra sweet. What do you say?”

      Before we could answer, Miss America gave an irate and ear-piercing yap.

      “Now, now, Miss America. Mommy loves you too, but these boys need some attention as well or they might pass out from the heat. Then who would finish making you look booooootiful, huh?”

      Mrs. Harrington blew several kisses at her dog, then gave Dax one more up and down look of approval before hurrying up the driveway to the house, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll be right back. Don’t you go anywhere.”

      Dax turned to me, flashing that handsome goddamn smile of his and asked, “What do you think, should I just tease her with three buttons undone or do the whole shirt-off thing and give her a nice surprise when she returns?”

      I shrugged as casually as I possibly could, although deep down all I wanted to do was scream, ‘Take it off! Take it all off!’. Instead I just him gave an offhanded, “Whatever’s gonna double our tip. The trailer needs new tires and if a strip tease is gonna get us across the line with our bills this month, be my guest.”

      Without the need for any further convincing, Dax tussled his dark brown hair— giving it a roughed-up, devil-may-care look that made Cupid himself weak at the knees— and started popping open all the buttons on his shirt.

      As discreetly as possible, I kept one eye on Miss America’s bouffant and one eye on my best friend as he pulled the shirt off his shoulders to reveal that chiseled chest and those ripped abs of his.

      Thankfully, Miss America gave another resentful little yap as he did so, covering the loud click in my throat as I swallowed back three years’ worth of unrequited desire inside me. A sad fact, I know, but a fact nonetheless.

      Yep, for three long years I’d been hiding— successfully, I hoped— my feelings of lust, love and everything in between for by best bud Dax. I’d been harboring these feelings since the day we met, keeping my emotions buried as deep as I could for fear I’d fuck up our friendship. For the past three years I kept my mouth shut and my hands to myself. But hey, that didn’t mean I couldn’t dream about him, right? That didn’t mean I couldn’t steal a look every now and then. Especially when that shirt came off. Truth be told, I secretly cherished Dax’s disrobing antics just as much as our rich, desperate female clients did. Sure I tried my damnedest not to make that information public knowledge, but women like Mrs. Harrington and the rest of our wealthy clientele weren’t the only ones getting a kick out of seeing Dax flex his shimmering muscles as he washed and blow-dried one pampered pooch after another.

      Of course, Dax wasn’t just my best friend. He was also my business partner… and my roommate… and the guy who, three years ago, rescued me from being hit by a limo on the Las Vegas Strip while I was in the process of trying to rescue a stray puppy from getting hit by an airport shuttle bus coming at us from the opposite direction.

      Before that fateful moment we were complete strangers to one another.

      Now we lived out of each other’s mostly-empty pockets. Yes sir, it was just the two of us… oh and that little stray mutt we both rescued that night who was now our faithful furry companion Elvis.

      Okay so we didn’t have much. Hell, after we paid the bills and the rent, we barely had enough money to scrape together the five bucks we blew on our weekly spin on the slot machines. We called it our Lucky Lincoln after good ol’ Abe whose face appeared on the five-dollar bill. In the last three years, playing our Lucky Lincoln had become something of a ritual in the hopes that maybe someday it’d make our dreams of building a dog shelter come true. But till then, we knew we had each other, and for me that was worth more than all the money in the world.

      As Dax now headed for our old pickup which we used for pulling the dog grooming trailer, I watched the muscles on his back shine with sweat. I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he tossed his shirt through the open window of our truck— almost as though he was moving in slow motion— while he said ‘Howdy buddy’ to Elvis who I knew was sleeping on the passenger seat.

      Snap!

      As if to punish me for being not paying enough attention to her, Miss America suddenly lunged at my hand. This time she made contact with her target, her razor-sharp teeth sinking into my index finger.

      “Ow! Fuck!” I winced, dropping the brush I was using and yanking my hand out of the vicious little bitch’s death-grip to nurse my wound.

      “You okay?” Dax asked, coming quickly to my assistance.

      He pulled a Band-aid from his pocket— a necessary tool of the trade that we always kept on-hand— and took my hand in his to inspect my bleeding finger. His touch was tender, his grip firm but gentle as he turned my hand over to see how deep the bite had gone. I held my breath as he did so. A torrent of butterflies took flight in the pit of my stomach and my fingertips— even the wounded one— tingled with sheer pleasure. My dick became instantly aroused and began to push the limits of my underwear.

      At the same time, I said nothing. Hell, I could barely breathe as he examined the bite, his own fingertips tracing up and down the wounded finger, circling the bite mark. I wondered if he had any idea how much he was driving me fucking wild at that moment.

      Naturally, it wasn’t the first time this had happened. Dogs were constantly nipping and clawing at us, it came with the job. And since I was the better groomer out of the two of us— while Dax used his masculine wiles to ensure the loyalty of our customer base— I tended to endure the most amount of bites and scratches.

      But every time I copped an injury, Dax was there with his Band-aids, tending to my wounds like the most caring of nurses.

      Every time, he stopped my heart for a few glorious, nerve-shredding moments.

      Every time, I got a hard-on in my shorts that was impossible to hide.

      Every time, neither of us said a word until⁠—

      “Well, the good news is I think you’ll live,” Dax said, as he always did, upon thoroughly inspecting my finger and putting a Band-aid over the bite. “I’ll disinfect it when we get home. The bad news is however, you need to step away from the pooch and let me take over. Which means Miss America is now all mine… and Mrs. Harrington is all yours.”

      “No, no, no. You’re the smooth operator, I’m the clippers operator, remember? If we switch, you’ll end up turning Miss America into the Bride of Frankenstein.”

      “And you’ll end up getting that finger infected… or worse, bitten off completely. Why do we always have to have this debate? You know I’m right so just zip it and switch.”

      I sighed with defeat, knowing he was right. I also knew my limitations. There was no way I could schmooze Mrs. Harrington like Dax could. But before Dax took the clippers from me, he wanted to ensure I gave it my best shot.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as he ruffled my rusty brown hair into a tussled mess like his then reached for my shirt and started unbuttoning it, doing nothing to help stem the rising tide of my erection.

      “I’m doubling our chances of getting a big fat tip, what does it look like?”

      I tried to push his hands away, but it only set Miss America off on another yapping frenzy.

      “Dax, stop it. Mrs. Harrington’s more than happy with just you to perve on.”

      “Then she doesn’t know what she’s missing out on,” he said, unfastening the last of my buttons and pulling my shirt open. “Dude! Check out those pecs. Who needs to lift weights when you can get the same results lifting dogs into a hydro-bath… am I right?”

      “Would you mind not undressing me?” I insisted as I tried to stop him, but he had already managed to pull my shirt off completely.

      “Whoops, too late. You’re half-naked now. Ooh, and look at those tight little buds for nipples.”

      “Stop it.”

      He tweaked my left nipple with a high-pitched, “Beep!”

      I slapped his hand away. “I said don’t!”

      He tweaked my right nipple. “Honk!”

      “Dax!”

      “Jesus, Jesse. Relax, would ya? You and I bum around half-naked in our apartment all the time. How is this different?”

      “Because I’m not just half-naked in front of you, I’m half-naked in front of Mrs. Harrington.”

      “Which makes us money. Why else do you think every rich Vegas housewife hires us to groom their dogs?”

      “Because I do a great job of grooming their dogs.”

      “While I do a great job of getting my top off and telling mama how much we love their precious pooch and how soon can we lock in their next appointment. All I’m saying is, the two most valuable assets in our business are you and me. And the more of you and me they can see, the more money we earn.”

      “Oh my God, have you been listening to my brother? You sound like my brother right now.”

      “Eddie? Fuck no! Eddie’s an asshole.”

      “Tell me about it. He’s nothing like your brother.”

      My shoulders slumped at the mere thought of my older brother Eddie. Dax put his arm around me and again a tornado of butterflies sent my stomach into a spin.

      “Forget Eddie. He’s the one who’s always made you feel like shit about yourself. While I’m the guy who was put here to undo all of that.”

      I looked at him and smiled. There may have even been a glimmer of love in my eyes, it’s impossible to tell. “Do you really mean that?”

      “Sure, I do. You, me and Elvis… we’re family. We look after each other and we can do anything. And that includes— Beep! Honk!”

      “Ow! My nipples!”

      “That includes impressing our very rich clients with our very handsome young bods. So, let’s take back some of that self-confidence that your asshole brother has tried to beat off with a stick and put it back into our business. Besides, you’re the one who said we need new tires for the trailer. Let’s get our shirts off for the tires, you hear me?” He began to chant, “Shirts off for tires. Shirts off for tires.”

      I grinned. “Okay, okay! I hear ya.”

      “Good! Because here comes Mrs. Harrington. There’s just one thing more before she gets here.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You might wanna lose the hard-on in your shorts. It’s as obvious as all hell.”

      I gasped and looked down at the bulge in my shorts, then glanced up the driveway at Mrs. Harrington making her way toward us with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses in hand.

      Dax looked at me and said with a wink, “You don’t wanna give her the wrong idea. We’re puppy groomers, not prostitutes. Now put that bad boy away and do your thang, handsome.”

      With that he slapped my ass and sent me stumbling in Mrs. Harrington’s direction while he snatched the clippers from me.

      Behind me I heard him tell Miss America in a cooing voice loud enough for Mrs. Harrington to hear, “Oh there, there. Calm down, sweetie pie. I’ll make you the prettiest girl at the ball, you’ll see.”

      Miss America growled at him, but the sound was drowned out by the drone of the clippers.

      As Mrs. Harrington stepped up to us she handed me the lemonade and glasses so she could lower her sunglasses to give both Dax and me a lingering look of joy. “Well, well! It appears to be even hotter out here than I first thought. You gentlemen must be parched. Allow me to quench your thirst.”

      She took the pitcher from me and filled up the two glasses I was holding with icy lemonade. I perched one glass on the grooming bench for Dax while I took a long refreshing gulp of mine.

      “Oh, you needed that,” Mrs. Harrington remarked. “I’m not surprised, it must be a hundred degrees out here. You boys should make a rule not to wear your shirts if it’s a single degree over ninety. You’ll only do yourselves harm, otherwise.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I said, trying my best to schmooze the client like Dax would. “Although we wouldn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, taking off our uniforms like this.”

      “How on earth would it make me uncomfortable?”

      “Well… it’s a little… I dunno… informal.”

      “Oh, young man, you think I haven’t seen a bare chest before? Besides, the only thing better than a man in uniform is a man out of one. Refill?”

      I gave her the suavest smile I had. “Don’t mind if I do.”
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      As the enormous iron gates to Mrs. Harrington’s mansion closed behind us, Dax drive our pickup and grooming trailer onto the street in the direction of our next appointment while I sat in the passenger seat with Elvis on my lap, counting the cash we’d earned so far that day.

      “You know I think today might be one of our best ever,” I said as Elvis snorted into the wind that blew in through my open window. “Although I can’t help feeling like some of it’s dirty money.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, can’t Mrs. Harrington just hand us our tip instead of insisting she tuck it into our shorts? I know you said we’re not prostitutes, but it’s hard not to feel like a stripper when a rich lady slips a fifty in your till.”

      “If she’s willing to tip us that much she can stick it up my ass for all I care.”

      “I just think it’s a little…”

      “What? Inappropriate? Jesse you are way overthinking things. This is just how Mrs. Harrington spends her days. I’d bet you a Lucky Lincoln she sticks her hands down the shorts of her gardener and her pool boy and her personal trainer too. Relax, it’s a win-win situation. If she wants to spend her high-rolling husband’s money tipping the help, I’m happy to take it. It keeps her entertained and keeps us from getting kicked out of our apartment.”

      “Well today’s earnings are looking so good we’ve got enough for this week’s rent and next week.”

      “That’s awesome!” He suddenly winced as he remembered, “Oh shit! My brother’s medication. I need to pay for an increase in the dosage. Fuck, I forgot all about it.”

      “An increased dosage? What’s going on?” I was more concerned about Dax’s older brother, Blake, than the money.

      “I dunno. I need to go in and see the doc. She says he’s not responding as well to the old dosage.”

      “We should go tonight,” I said. I reached over Elvis to pull our appointments book out of the glove compartment. “We’ve only got two dogs left to groom, Sprinkles then Foofoo.”

      “Aw, fuck. Sprinkles? Really?”

      “Once we’re done with them, we can drop Elvis off at the apartment and head straight to this hospice. We can be there before they feed him dinner. Did they give any indication how much the new drugs will cost?”

      “They didn’t really say. Maybe a grand. Maybe more.”

      I wondered for a second where we were going to find a grand, but I didn’t wait for an answer before I said, “We’ll find it. We’ll find it somewhere. Dax, he’s your brother. You’re the only family he’s got.”

      Dax gave me a smile of genuine appreciation. It was a weary smile, but a grateful one. “We’re his family,” he said. “There’s no way I could do this without you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      My heart skipped a beat and I lost my breath for a moment. As soon as I caught it, I opened my mouth to speak, to tell him how much I needed him too. But just then our beloved mutt turned to us both and gave a big-grinned bark as though he needed some love as well.

      “Oh, and you too,” Dax said in a voice reserved only for Elvis. “What would I do without you too, huh?”

      He ruffled Elvis’ crazy black hairdo. Unlike Miss America, Elvis did not have a bouffant. In fact, try as we might, there was no taming Elvis’ do. We figured he had so many crossbreeds and rogue rascals in his ancestry that his coat was a riddle best left unsolved… and uncombed. It was just the way he liked it.

      I joined in and scruffed up Elvis’ already scruffy coat too.

      Our little four-legged friend gave a beholden huff and gruff, then stuck his head back out the window to once again sniff at the heavenly melting pot of different smells passing by on the wind.

      As we continued on to our appointment with Sprinkles, Dax turned on the radio. I could sense he needed distraction, anything to shift his brother Blake from his mind.

      “It’s gonna be a cool day in Sin City today folks, with a slight breeze in the air that’s going to increase to gale force winds expected next week⁠—”

      Dax changed stations, hitting the dial several times, switching with lightning speed from a Katy Perry song to a baseball game commentary to a talk show on how best to manage your mortgage repayments, until he settled on a radio host interviewing a woman who had apparently just won a four million dollar jackpot on the slots at Caesar’s Palace.

      While the woman seemed quite breathless, her voice constantly wavering between tears and laughter, she still managed to answer the host’s question when asked what she planned to do with the money.

      “Well, lemme see. I think we’ll probably take a vacation, my husband and me. We’ve always wanted to go on a cruise, you know, the ones with the all-you-can-eat buffets. Maybe we’ll take a cruise down to Acapulco. The grandkids would love some of them colorful sombreros they wear down there. Gosh, I dunno. Maybe we’ll get a new car too. A big fancy one. My husband’s always dreamed of owning one of them big Hummers. He says nobody would ever mess with him in the Walmart parking lot ever ag⁠—”

      Dax slapped the button and shut the radio down.

      A dreamy look overcame him. He leaned forward against the wheel as he drove, as though trying to get closer to whatever answers he was looking for down the road.

      “Someday we’ll have money,” he said. “Someday we won’t have to juggle the rent and the medical bills and the grocery shopping just to make ends meet. Someday we’ll buy the land we need to build the dog shelter. We won’t have to worry about anything anymore. We won’t even have to dream anymore because we’ll have everything we want. You wait and see.”

      We drove on in silence.

      I didn’t want to say it, but the thing is… I liked having a dream. I liked sharing my dream with Dax. It was something we could cling to together. It was something we hoped for together.

      It made it feel to me like we were… together.

      But those were the kinda words I felt I could never tell my best friend.

      Those were the kinda feelings I kept quiet and still on the inside.

      So, I just nodded and agreed. “Someday.”

      A moment later, Dax turned the wheel without warning.

      “What is it?” I asked, alarmed. “Did we hit something?”

      “No. I thought I saw Frankie.”

      “Where?”

      “Heading into that alley. I just caught a glimpse of a tail. I know it was him.”

      Dax pulled over in front of the alley and jumped out of the truck.

      I jumped out too, leaving Elvis in the car with the window down. Before I followed Dax into the alley I leaned into the back of the pick-up, opened the ice chest we kept there and grabbed the bag of dog bones that was inside.

      These bones were not for our clients’ dogs. Pampered pooches like Sprinkles and Foofoo and Miss America were given expensive little treats that impressed their owners. No, this bag of big juicy bones was reserved for our four-legged friends on the streets.

      And there were many of them.

      We gave our little stray pals names like Frankie and Sox and Boxer and Scout.

      We kept notes on their whereabouts.

      And whenever we could, we’d give them a bone, so they knew that someone, somewhere, loved them.

      Frankie had been on the streets for years and knew our voices and our faces well, but we hadn’t seen him for almost a month and both Dax and I had been worried that something might have happened to him.

      But as I ran into the alley, I saw Dax kneeling down, coaxing a shaggy, waggy-tailed Frankie over to him.

      “He’s alive,” I sighed with relief.

      “He sure is,” Dax beamed, rubbing Frankie behind the ear to a whimper of delight. “Hey boy, where’ve you been? Did you get stuck down a hole or something? Or maybe you found some burger joint where the night manager tosses you the leftovers. You don’t look like you’re starving, but I bet you could use a treat anyways.”

      I joined them, kneeling beside Dax as I pulled the biggest bone I could find out of the bag and held it out for Frankie.

      The scruffy mutt looked at me with an almost coy look on his face, as though asking for permission to approach the bone.

      “Yes, Frankie, it’s for you,” I assured him.

      He stepped up to me, then ever so gently, he took the bone between his teeth before turning and hurrying away with his prize.

      Dax and I both stood as we watched Frankie scurry off down the alley.

      He sighed and said, “Do you think Goldie is out there somewhere too?”

      Goldie was a dog dear to Dax’s heart. I’d never met Goldie before and didn’t know the answer. In that moment all I knew was⁠—

      That dream of ours to build a dog shelter couldn’t happen fast enough.
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      Okay, so I know you’re itching to find out exactly what’s happened over the last three years, right?

      How does a seemingly level-headed guy in his late twenties fall in love with his best friend, then move in with his best friend, then go into business with his best friend without ever once declaring his undying love for his best friend?

      What exactly have we been doing for the past three years?

      And how the hell have I managed to keep things in my pants when I know my best friend and the object of my affection is sleeping right there in the next room, snoring like he needs someone who loves him enough to roll him over?

      Well let me do a quick recap of the ups and downs of our relationship to catch you up.

      As I mentioned already, it started three years ago. I was working days on the Blackjack table at Bellagio and spent nights tending bar. The night I met Dax I was dead tired, weaving my way along the Strip, past the tourists and spruikers handing out free casino coupons when I saw what I thought was a drowned rat running onto the street. My first thought was, ‘Hell, good luck rat!’ That’s when my bleary eyes took a second glance and I realized that was no rat at all. It was a drenched, bedraggled puppy heading straight into the path of a hundred cars and buses and limos speeding up and down the Strip.

      I guess I was too tired for my brain to make any sort of rational decision at the time. I guess my survival instincts were too slow to kick in. Because before I knew it I was running out into the traffic after the little mutt, desperately calling ‘Here boy’ and ‘Watch out!’ before I managed to scoop him up in my arms and jump out of the way of a rap-thumping stretch limo with a second to spare.

      But it wasn’t the limo that almost killed me and the pooch.

      It was the airport shuttle bus coming from the other direction that I didn’t even see coming— the one that I had leapt straight in front of in my attempt to save the dog from the limo.
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