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For Scott Miller: a rare, decent man
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Dear Diary:


The cat is despicable.


Even her name is dreadful: Kelsey. My name, Clancy, carries with it all the fun and love that a wonderful dog can bring to the world. The name Kelsey has none of those qualities. The name Kelsey sounds like, well, a cat.


I don’t understand it, but before my person, JayB, brought me home, he was living here by himself with this deplorable creature.


Meanwhile, I had been looking for JayB in the world. As a puppy, I lived with a nice woman with many dogs, then a tired woman with a baby, then a man with wonderfully dirty fingers, but never with anyone who felt quite right, because they didn’t seem to have the time for me. A dog needs more than shoes to chew and bowls of food to eat—without a person, our person, we are lost—and we know who our person is: it is the human who commits to loving us unconditionally. All the people liked me, of course, because I am a wonderful dog, but none of them completely opened their hearts to me.


Then I met JayB, who I loved from the moment I sniffed his outstretched hand.


When I bounded in the door for the first time, Kelsey was standing in the hallway. Let it be known to all dogs and humans that I was willing to be friendly, even loving, toward this tiny, strange animal. I could only assume she would feel the same way about me. Who doesn’t love a happy dog?


Kelsey, that’s who doesn’t love a happy dog.


Her eyes became slits and her sneering lips drew back from her evil teeth and her back arched impossibly high and her claws extended and she emitted the most awful spitting sound, like a snake, or something getting ready to attack a snake. Then she turned and fled—something she came to do less and less as she became accustomed to my presence. Now she is not at all intimidated, which is humiliating.


She pads around the house, silently looking for victims. Oh, she has JayB fooled: his pants are often befouled with her rank odor from the way she presses up against him, rubbing her head and making that hideous, weird purring sound she emits while pretending to be an animal capable of affection.


She’s putting her scent on him so I’ll know she was there. Everything she does in the house is deliberately provocative.


This is not an animal to be trusted.


And so, today, I am making the decision. Actually, I have known it for quite some time, but I finally am allowing myself to admit it.


I must get rid of the cat.
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One



JayB bent over in the hallway to put on my leash and I could barely restrain my excitement. My nose told me that the winter cold had finally been pushed away by an increasingly insistent sun. Walks would last longer, and we would encounter more people and dogs.


I shoved impatiently against the outer screen door as my person opened it, but then he and I both stopped in surprise. A strange car was parked in our driveway, and standing beside it was a woman I’d never seen before.


JayB slowly descended the cement steps. A complicated churn of dark feelings wafted off the woman in our driveway, strong as any scent. I eyed her anxiously. She was scowling. Her light hair was longer than JayB’s, falling to a blunt end in line with her chin. She was shorter than he was, though built more solidly. Her smell was powerfully attractive, meat odors and other food aromas embedded in her clothing.


But JayB seemed anxious. Was this woman a threat? If so, shouldn’t we go back inside the house?


“Hello, Maddy.” JayB greeted her cautiously as we approached.


The woman put her hands on her hips. “Don’t ‘hello’ me,” she replied. “I made a list.”


“A list?” my person repeated.


The woman nodded vigorously. “I’m calling it the eight simple rules you have to obey for us to get back together again.”


There was a long pause. JayB cleared his throat. “I’m not sure what you’re saying to me, Maddy. To get back together, don’t we have to have been together in the first place?”


The woman (Maddy?) shook her head, her expression stern. “Okay, I’m going to have to add another rule. That’s exactly what I’m talking about, which is why I made a list!” She raised her phone and looked at it.


I sat attentively. No one has ever thrown a phone for me to chase, but that doesn’t mean it can’t happen.


Maddy moved her lips for a moment, then nodded decisively. “Okay. Numeral one: you didn’t call me after we broke up. Who does that? Talk about cruel and unusual.”


“You told me not to call you ever again in this lifetime or the next.”


“Not for after we broke up! You always call someone after you break up. If you don’t, it means you’re a bad person.”


“You didn’t call me.”


I yawned, relaxing, because JayB no longer seemed agitated.


Maddy rolled her eyes. “It’s the man’s job. God. What magazines do you read? This is why women do everything in our country. Okay. Number—two—and this is the one deal-breaker for me, so I want you to take it as seriously as all the others—JayB, you act like nothing ever makes you angry. You’re so full of hidden fury you’re afraid to show it, or you might, I don’t know, take hostages. At some point, you’re going to explode and I don’t wanna be collateral when that happens. Everybody agrees with me on this.”


“Collateral? Why do I always feel like I need an interpreter when I speak with you?”


“Because you don’t listen!”


“Wait, who’s this ‘everybody’ who agrees with you? We don’t have any friends in common.”


“Everybody I tell about it. Duh.”


Obviously, we weren’t going to go for a walk any farther than we already had. Well, I had enjoyed it while it lasted.


JayB looked thoughtful. “I don’t think I’m actually as angry as you say, though. I don’t feel mad. If I were so full of fury, wouldn’t I know it?”


“That’s my point: if you don’t get angry, you’re going to be furious. Do you know what it’s like to be in a relationship with someone who’s steaming under the pot, waiting to spew all over everyone?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Well, it’s no picnic in the Bay of Pigs, I promise you. Okay, and this one is big, number three: you’ve got to stop trying to plan everything. Sometimes life is meant to be lived like it’s a train wreck, and not all in order according to some sort of strategy. You need to learn to be spontaneous, to do spontaneity. Come up with stuff that’s completely surprising, even to your own brain. Stuff that makes you cry.”


“What kind of stuff?”


“Like, surprise me by suddenly saying we’re going to London and we don’t have time to pack or even put on underwear. We’re just like, all of a sudden on a private jet to London. Or, we go to Target and have a huge shopping spree in the electronics department. My printer crapped out, so that would be a good one for today. Or something simple, like—you make me close my eyes, and when I open them, we’re at the top of a Ferris wheel somewhere.”


“I don’t think I can come up with those on my own.”


“Why not?”


“Because you just said them. So they won’t be my ideas.”


Maddy made a disgusted noise. “Okay, I’m going to have to add another rule, which is that you stop being so logical all the time. Would it hurt you to give a fun and completely stupid reply to something? Stop thinking. Like, when I ask a question, your answer should be completely random for once. Just talk.”


“Icicle pancakes.”


“What’s that supposed to mean? You sound crazy.”


“Are these rules written down somewhere? Because maybe it would be easier if I just read them and got back to you.”


“You’ve made me lose count. Now I have to start over.”


JayB held up a hand. “No, please. Please don’t. I think I get what you’re going for here. In order for us to get back together, I would have to become a completely different person in every single way.”


“Exactly. Also: I don’t like your name.”


“What’s wrong with my name?”


“It makes no sense. J-A-Y-B. It’s like you’re a rapper or something. If you were under oath, you’d have to take a fifth, a name like that.”


“My given name is Jago Burr Danville. Would you prefer I go by Jago? That’s what my parents call me, but I’ve always hated it, and when I started using ‘JayB’ in middle school, the teachers said it was fine as long as I was expressing who I was. So, JayB is who I am. Expressed.”


Maddy frowned. “And what I am saying is, the point of the rules is I don’t like who you are. You need to change. All men need to change. You can ask any of my friends.”


“I think this might be a good time for me to remind you that you broke up with me, not the other way around.”


“That’s another rule, maybe the most important one. Now that we’re back together, it’s bygones be gone. You’ll have to let go of this thirsty need for revenge. I’m sorry I broke your heart, but boo-hoo. You’re thirty-three years old, for God’s sake.”


“And doesn’t it seem that to break up you have to be seriously dating in the first place? We only went out—what, twice—and you told me you wanted to break up both times.”


“First, it was two and a half times, and second, you just applied confirmation. You never took me seriously. I was the best thing that ever happened to you, but luckily you have a last chance now. You blow this one, and you’ll spend the rest of your life the way you were before we met.”


“Happy?”


“Oh. Okay, sure. Happy,” Maddy snorted scornfully. “Well, because we’re getting back together again and you’ll probably want to take me out to dinner someplace nice, I’m going to ignore you. We both know you were a broken man when I put that burger in front of you. Then you left me a huge tip. I don’t get many tips. So I thought, okay, he’s what I’ve always wanted, a fool rushing in. Oh, wait, I almost forgot, and this is the one deal-breaker for me: you’ve got to get a job. I can’t be expected to support you for the rest of my life. I mean, what if we have children?”


“Of course I’m going to get a job. I just need to figure out what I’m going to do next. I can afford to take some time.”


Maddy vigorously shook her head. “Not if we’re getting back together, you can’t. I spoke to my manager and he said he’d be happy to give you a shot at waiting tables during the graverobber shift.”


“Thank you for doing that, Maddy, but I don’t want to be a waiter. I have an advanced degree and I’ll find something soon. But I do agree, this one sounds like a deal-breaker. Thank you so much for giving me all these ideas on how I can improve myself. I’ll just have to accept that you’ve moved on. Years from now, I hope, when you’re married to a wonderful man that you’ve completely remodeled to your satisfaction, you’ll look back on this time and remember me fondly.”


I glanced up in surprise as Maddy, sobbing, ran to JayB and threw her arms around him. He looked unsure and glanced down at me, but all I could do was wag. She put loud, wet kisses all over his face. “Okay. Okay. I knew you were worth it. I take back everything I told my girlfriends about you. So, I know you want to buy me a shower of gifts, but I’m even later for work than usual, so I’d better go. But call me, okay? We’ll make plans to do something spontaneous.”


I wagged because she held a delightfully aromatic splay of fingers toward me. “Who is this?” she wanted to know.


JayB cleared this throat. “That’s Clancy.”


“Hi, Clancy! I’m going to be your new mommy!” Waving, Maddy jumped back into her car and drove away.


I looked up at my person. Walk?


Walk! As we left the driveway, I didn’t need to turn around to know that Kelsey had bounded silently up to her habitual perch in the window and was watching us with those unloving, unwinking eyes. I didn’t care about her now; I was devoted to making sure JayB had all the fun a person could experience with a dog at the end of the leash.


We turned up the sidewalk and I was happy to find places to mark which, while not new to my nose, had been painted over by male dogs I had not met. I saluted them with a leg lift of my own, communicating my acceptance of their trespass without surrendering what was, after all, my territory.


Before long, I spotted Odin pulling his person on his own leash. I knew Odin well. He was a much older dog, thin, with light-colored, smooth, short fur, an inquisitive face, droopy ears, and a placid disposition. His person was a woman much older than JayB, and much smaller, too. In fact, as I watched, Odin was dragging her toward us and she was slapping her feet on the pavement in an attempt to stop him.


“Hello, Helen!” JayB called cheerfully. “How’re you this morning?”


Though Odin was a male and very often tried to pee where I had already marked, I actually enjoyed the old fellow. I could hear him at night sometimes, out in his own backyard, barking. His voice communicated the clear, uncluttered thoughts of a dog who had started barking, couldn’t remember why, and was unsure whether to stop.


When I reached Odin, he was more interested in greeting JayB than sniffing politely behind my tail. That was another thing about Odin—he was much more into humans than dogs. His method of greeting included lifting his heavy paws and plowing his nose dead center between my person’s legs. JayB bent over with an oomph sound.


Helen shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I’ve never been able to teach him not to do that.”


“I imagine,” JayB opined, “that when he does it to you, he comes pretty close to knocking you over. He probably weighs more than you do.”


Helen laughed while Odin and I examined each other for new smells. “You’re right,” she acknowledged ruefully. “They told me a coonhound would be easy to train, but I don’t know how.”


“I’ve never met a dog who was easy to train. Clancy sure isn’t.”


I was happy to hear my name.


“Remind me again what kind of dog Clancy is.”


“Well, when I rescued him, they said he was yellow Lab, but it’s sort of clear that he’s got a little something else in him.”


“Are you taking him to the dog park?” Helen asked.


I glanced up at my person as he nodded because I knew what “dog park” meant. Did that mean we were going to the dog park?


I could not imagine anything more wonderful.





   





Dear Diary:


A dog park is a place where people go to sit on benches and watch in amazement how much fun it is to be a dog. Off-leash and free, canines express their full personality. Odin is of the sniff-and-leg-lift persuasion, as it turns out, while I’m more inclined to pursue the female dogs, my nose aimed under their tails.


Some dogs are completely fixated on a toy and seem unaware of anything else—I ignore them because, though I do love a toy (especially a ball!) as much as the next dog, I only give chase if my person throws it. To do otherwise is to miss the whole point.


I could spend all day, every day, at the dog park. There is just so much to do there.


Plus, no cats.
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Two



I’m envious,” Helen told JayB a bit wistfully. “I used to take Odin to the dog park, but lately I’ve been having so much trouble getting around. I’m afraid I’m not giving him all the exercise he needs.”


I glanced up at JayB, who was fidgeting for some reason. “Well,” he observed, “I could take Odin with us. I pretty much walk this time every day, and it would be no trouble at all.”


Helen brightened. “Really? That would be wonderful.”


Odin seemed to register that people had just uttered his name. I watched as he looked around to find a lamppost or tree trunk to mark in celebration. He started to move, his leash growing taut as he stepped toward a nearby fire hydrant. JayB reached out and took the leash from Helen’s hands. “Hold on, Odin. Stay.”


“Stay” is a word I hear a lot.


“I would, of course, pay you,” Helen told JayB.


“Oh, no, that’s not necessary, not at all.”


“I insist. If you’re going to be walking Odin, I should give you . . .” She paused. “Twenty-five dollars a day?”


“No, really,” JayB protested.


“Well,” Helen said patiently, “I’ve noticed that you don’t have a job yet, JayB. Times must be tough for you, and I have more money than I need. Please accept this arrangement.”


JayB laughed, but under it I heard mild irritation. “I haven’t found a good fit, yet, but that doesn’t mean I’m broke,” he assured her. “My house is free and clear and I still have savings from when I moved from Walnut Creek.”


“Well, I’ll tell you what,” Helen decided. “You take Odin with you now, and we’ll discuss it when you bring him back.”


I wasn’t sure what to think when, moments later, my person clutched Odin’s leash in the same hand as mine and walked us up the sidewalk. This had never happened before, and Odin and I were both a little uneasy with each other, not sure what this new arrangement meant.


Odin didn’t realize we were most likely headed to the dog park, so his steps weren’t as lively as mine. There was no quickening in anticipation of the off-leash fun we were about to have. In fact, Odin kept stopping and looking back over his shoulder for Helen, who’d gone back into her house.


Odin, I knew, adored his person. This is as it should be—dogs are meant to take care of the people we’re with. For Odin, though, the love was somehow deeper, his dedication more complete, than with many other dogs I knew. I sensed it in the way he kept his eyes on her, and I felt it now in his increasing distrust of JayB, who was leading us away from Helen. Odin did not like that we were leaving her behind. He seemed to be waiting for the leash to loosen so he could run back.


The street was quiet and a light breeze moved the tree limbs. We passed house after house, grass still brown and matted from the snow that had so recently pressed it down.


Resigned to our journey, Odin began to match my pace.


Then something completely unexpected happened. JayB pulled us up short, our leashes yanking without warning. “Oh no!” he blurted, staring down the street.


Odin and I both glanced in that direction. We saw and smelled nothing remarkable, only a man with light-colored hair walking a strange-looking dog toward us. The wind was at our tails, so I wasn’t sure about this new dog, but I could tell from its gait it was about my age and, when it paused to lift its leg at a fire hydrant, that it was male.


JayB turned and began moving briskly in the direction from which we had come. Perplexed, Odin and I increased our speed, trying to keep up. Odin glanced at me for an explanation, but all I could do was give him a vacant gaze.


“Hurry! Come on!” JayB urged. We reached a corner and darted around it, still trotting ridiculously fast. Fences and signs and yard decorations called out to us for examination, pleading with us to over-paint the enticing smell of other male dogs with our own urine. But we couldn’t stop because JayB was pulling us so forcefully. We were nearly at a gallop and my person was starting to pant. I could tell from Odin’s reluctant jog that he thought whatever we were doing was absolutely foolish.


“Come on, dogs!” JayB gasped at us. “Don’t let him see me!”


I still had no idea what was going on.


Eventually, JayB slowed and we turned more corners, finally arriving at the dog park, albeit from an odd direction.


Whatever was pursuing us had apparently lost our scent. I wondered briefly if it had anything to do with the man and his weird-looking dog.


In the dog park, our leashes were released from our collars with a snick and Odin and I were free to run.


Odin made a big, nose-down circle around the fence, raising alternate rear legs. Meanwhile, I homed in on two smaller dogs—both females, one white and one brown and mottled, who had been playing with each other. They froze as I approached—I hoped it was because they recognized how smart I was. All dogs are intelligent, but I thought it was pretty apparent that I was a standout. I know how to do Sit, Stay (sometimes), Bark (not an actual command, but something that I can do without being told), and Shake. With the exception of Bark, I often received rewards for performing these astounding tricks. In fact, I knew that JayB had a pocketful of treats on his person at that very moment. The tantalizing odor of chicken filtered through his pocket and out into the world.


The two female dogs were playful and we chased each other, kicking up wood chips.


“Odin!” I heard JayB call.


Odin snapped his head around and trotted affably to my person. I raced ahead so that I arrived first, because of those chicken treats.


“Odin,” JayB said more quietly. “Can you do Down? Down?”


Neither Odin nor I knew what he was saying, but he was using the same intonations as when he said “Sit.” I figured something was up.


“Odin, Down.” JayB crouched and patted the ground in front of him. We both looked. There was nothing there. He was just patting the grass. “Down,” he repeated.


I was beginning to think there was something about the word “Down” that we were supposed to know.


“Tell you what,” JayB decided. “Odin, can you Sit? Sit?”


Oh, I knew that one. I immediately put my butt on the ground, drooling at the thought of the chicken to come. Odin sat too, but his expression remained puzzled. Perhaps he didn’t realize that JayB had a reputation of being generous with his treats.


“Good dogs,” JayB praised both of us.


I loved hearing that, though it made me suspect that JayB wasn’t planning to produce chicken.


We spent a lot of time with this whole Down thing. When JayB put a treat between his fingers and patted the ground with that same hand, I shoved Odin out of the way and plunged my nose forward.


JayB shook his head. “No, Clancy.”


There are many words I do not like. I would put “no” in the same category as “cat.” I felt bewildered and a little hurt. He had a treat in his hand, I’d been doing Sit. How could “no” possibly apply to this situation?


JayB was still patting the ground with those delicious smells coming from his fingers. I saw the treat, right there, but JayB’s other hand kept pushing my chest, keeping me away. “Down, Odin,” he reiterated patiently.


Odin had had enough and pounced. Both of his front paws hit the ground and he dropped his nose to JayB’s hand and, to my shock, began crunching.


JayB had given Odin my treat!


I stared at JayB, wounded. Something very wrong had just happened.


“Okay, pay attention now,” JayB lectured. “This is your new and most important command, Odin. Down.”


Odin was still lying with his belly on the ground but willingly took the treat anyway. For doing nothing!


JayB clapped his hands and we both jumped to our feet, shaking ourselves off, glad that foolishness was over.


“Odin, Down.”


This was how we spent a good portion of what should have been our free, fun time in the dog park. That strange command, “Down,” repeated over and over. I became distressed when I noticed that whenever Odin put his belly to the dirt, he received a treat. How was that in any way related to what we were doing? For that matter, why was Odin even here? This was my person, my dog park, and now Odin was eating my treats.


My opinion of Odin, which until now had been high, was beginning to change. Did he think he was part of my pack now? Did he think he was going to come and live with us and eat my food and sleep in my place on the bed?


I watched in befuddlement as Odin responded to the word “Down” by getting a treat for doing nothing, just sprawling in the grass like he was going to take a nap. Odin was well-known as a lazy dog, so I hardly thought this was behavior to be rewarded. The high energy I brought to every situation was, in my opinion, vastly preferable.


“Don’t you know what we’re doing, Clancy?” JayB asked me.


Something in the way he said my name caused me to pause. “Down.” Odin went to his belly and got a treat. I was beginning to associate the word “Down” with Odin flopping in the grass and getting chicken. I puzzled it through. Did “Down” mean “lie in the grass”? That seemed awfully complicated. But there was no denying the fact that Odin was happily scarfing down treats and I was getting nothing, even though I was JayB’s favorite dog!


I couldn’t stand it any longer. The next time JayB uttered “Down,” I tried lying down in the grass.


JayB fed me a treat!


I was excited and triumphant, but still confused. When my person clapped his hands, I ran a little bit in the dog park, shaking off my bewilderment. When he called me back, I did Sit next to Odin without being asked. Surely, more chicken was due for that.


Alas, not.


“Down,” my person commanded.


Odin went to his stomach and I did too, and we got treats, and then I understood. I was getting a treat for doing what Odin was doing, even though Odin was doing nothing. This is how people are, and there’s little we dogs can do about it because humans have the treats in their pockets.


Dogs don’t even have pockets.


My person seemed happy, though, so I felt happy, too. Happy went with dog park the way Down went with chicken.


We all turned and looked when we heard the familiar sound of the dog-park gate rattling.


I wagged at a new dog coming in. She was a female, large and light-colored with white markings.


“Oh,” JayB whispered.


Odin was still sprawled on his stomach, expecting more treats, but I heard something in JayB’s voice that focused my attention on him. He seemed distressed.


“Okay, dogs,” he murmured. “That woman’s walking straight toward us. Do me proud; don’t jump up on her, Odin. Don’t get on the bench with her, Clancy. Okay? Be down dogs. Good down dogs.”


I heard some words I recognized but had no idea what was being asked of me. I saw a tall woman with long, black hair smiling and striding toward us, but my attention was mostly on her female dog, who was sniffing where I had previously left my mark. Obviously, she found me attractive.


“Stay,” JayB told me.


Stay meant we weren’t going to have whatever fun I thought we were going to have. It meant “remain right where you are until you forget why.”


The woman approached and JayB stood up from the bench, something that smelled like fear releasing into the air with his movement.


“Hi.” She greeted shyly. “My name’s Dominique.”


“Hi. I’m JayB.”


The woman extended a calm hand and my person seized it briefly. “Very nice to meet you,” she said. “Are these your dogs?”


“Oh, no, Clancy here, the yellow Lab, he’s mine. But Odin belongs to my neighbor. I’m just walking him.”


The woman smiled. “Great. This is Phoebe.”


JayB turned to us. “Okay, dogs!” he said with a clap. This was the signal that whatever had been going on was no longer going on and that we were allowed to go back to being dog-park dogs. I stepped up to the new female while Odin remained at the bench. He probably figured JayB was good for a few more chicken treats.


Up close, I inhaled the fragrance of this new, magnificent animal. She stood still for my examination of the area beneath her legs. Then I turned so that she could admire the same parts on me. When I play-bowed, she wagged and did a little turn.


This new dog, whose name I would come to learn was Phoebe, was possibly the most captivating beauty I had ever sniffed. I breathed in her fragrance and, in that moment, knew I had found my true mate.





   





Dear Diary:


A dog can always tell what a person is feeling. The strong emotions—anger, fear, love—pop off the skin with an unmistakable scent that is unique to each individual but full of subtle characteristics common to all people. Happiness and sadness appear on the face and in the tone of voice, while surprise ripples through the whole body.


What a person is thinking, though, is almost never evident. I know if I were a human, I’d be thinking about all the bacon in the refrigerator. I’d be planning the next car ride, or plotting how best to throw a floating toy into a big pond.


If dogs and humans traded places for even one day, people would realize how much more wonderful life can be, because the best emotion of all is happiness.
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Three



Whenever the wonderful new dog and I dashed past the bench where JayB sat with the woman with long hair, she called out “Phoebe! Hi, Phoebe!” and that was how I learned her name: Phoebe. Such a magical, lovely sound.


I escorted Phoebe to where a large pan was constantly replenished with fresh water by a trickle from a metal faucet. I felt that by guiding her to the water, I was communicating that I was willing to show her all the wonders of my world.


Eventually Phoebe and I sprawled in front of the bench with Odin. I was delighted to see that, though a male, Odin wasn’t particularly interested in her. Perhaps he had gotten to an age where he was no longer captivated by such a rapturous scent.


“I moved out from California,” JayB was saying, “but this is where I grew up. Prairie Village, I mean. It’s nice: quiet, low crime, good schools. Besides, my dad lives here.”


“Is he infirm?” the woman asked delicately.


JayB shook his head. “No, he’s in good health. He looks younger than he is, and he’s only sixty. No, it’s more that my dad’s just kind of a dreamer, you know? He’ll have a job, but then he’ll get bored and move on to something else. How about you, Dominique? How long have you lived here?”


The woman’s name was Dominique.


“Kansas City? Less than a year. I moved from Boston. I accepted a position as an art director at Hallmark.”


JayB raised his eyebrows. “That’s supposed to be a great company.”


“Oh, it is. I love it. But life’s been so busy, it’s been hard to meet people. I’ve felt so guilty about not taking Phoebe for walks. I’m glad I decided to bring her here today.”


“Me, too.”


I could tell that JayB and Dominique were growing comfortable with each other. As I sniffed at Phoebe to see if she sensed the same thing, she suddenly lunged to her feet to greet a long, low dog coming into the park. I chased after her, and we wrestled until Dominique called, “Phoebe!”


I watched Phoebe being led out of the gate of the dog park, trying not to be overcome with disappointment that she hadn’t glanced back at me once. Wasn’t our time together as special for her as it was for me? Didn’t she realize we were meant to be together?”


“Come on, dogs,” JayB said to us. With a snick, my leash was back on my collar. He grinned down at me. “Okay, Clancy. This is like maybe the best day of my life.”


I was a little disappointed when we didn’t follow Phoebe’s scent, though I had learned long ago that people don’t smell things as well as dogs do. Instead, he led us in the unmistakable direction of home. “Even her name is beautiful. Dominique. I haven’t asked a woman for her phone number in maybe ten years, Clancy, but I just did it without thinking. I don’t know . . . there was just this connection.”


He was saying my name, but he showed no signs of reaching in his pocket for chicken.


“I haven’t been on a real date in forever. You know, if this thing goes anywhere, we’ll probably spend time together in the dog park. That means you get to play with Phoebe some more, Clancy. Bet you’d like that—you’re covered in her spit.”


There it was, something I did recognize: my name and my Phoebe’s name spoken at the same time. JayB understood that I’d met my dog. That’s how I thought of her, anyway: Phoebe was my dog, and I was hers.


“I need to come up with a way to explain why I’m not working now, that I’ve got enough money that I can take my time deciding on a new direction. Luckily she didn’t ask me what I do for a living. What do you think, should I call her as soon as I get home? Would that be lame? I don’t know, I don’t want to play games, be the kind of guy who deliberately holds off calling a woman so she’ll think he’s aloof and cool. That’s not me. No one has ever seen me as cool. I’m enthusiastic. Some people might say it’s charming. Well, I hope somebody would say that. I’d say that. If I were Dominique’s best friend, I’d say, ‘You’ve got to meet charming JayB Danville. He’s got a charming house on a nice street. He’s got a dog and a cat. He’s got a kind heart. He’s working through some things professionally, but he’s financially secure. No, no, this dog-walking thing is just a favor for an elderly neighbor.’ See? Charming.”


I had heard the word “cat” and assumed it was a mistake. We were on a walk. Two dogs, two leashes, a wonderful day filled with exotic odors wafting up from the grass. Even thinking about a cat at such a moment could spoil the mood.


JayB was nodding to himself. “Okay, that’s it, Clancy. I’m going to call her the second I walk in the door.”


I had a thought, then. I pictured Phoebe coming to live with us at our house, spending the days wrestling with me and helping me terrorize Kelsey. Right now, though, Phoebe obviously lived with Dominique. But what if I could get Dominique to move in with us?


Could a dog possibly make that happen?


At Odin’s house, we turned up the driveway, as I expected. Odin, who never seemed to get excited about much of anything, strained to get back to his person. He was quivering with joy.


Being separated for any time at all from JayB made me anxious, and I was always ecstatic to be back with him. That’s just how dogs are. But Odin seemed particularly frantic. I realized, watching his desperation, that he didn’t only crave being with his person. He was acting like he’d been worried about her the whole time we’d been gone.


We mounted the steps to the front door. “Now, Odin,” JayB warned, “You’re going to have to do a better job. No jumping up. You understand?”


Odin heard his name, but didn’t react, except to keep wagging energetically. His nose pressed against the crack between the door and the house, huffing in the scent of his person. After JayB pushed a button, we heard some sounds, then the door opened, though we were still separated by a screen.


“Hey, Helen,” JayB greeted.


“Hi!”


Odin jumped up, putting his paws on the screen.


“Do me a favor,” JayB requested. “Back up a few steps. I want you to see something.”


With a curious smile on her face, Helen backed down the hallway.


“Okay, I’m going to open the door and I want you to say the word D-O-W-N real firmly, okay? Keep repeating it.”


She nodded. When JayB popped the door open, Odin surged forward.


“Odin,” Helen commanded sharply, “Down.”


Odin looked as if he hadn’t heard her properly. He froze.


“Down,” Helen repeated.


That was a word I thought I recognized. Hadn’t I recently heard it?


Odin dropped to his belly. Helen clapped her hands together. “Oh my,” she exclaimed.


With that, Odin, feeling her excitement, crawled toward her on his stomach.


JayB laughed. “Well, that’s technically down,” he observed. “Don’t let him jump up, though.”


Odin dragged his now-dropped leash across the floor, pulling himself with his front paws, gliding along the smooth hardwood. When he reached his person, Helen said “Down,” again, though it seemed to me Odin was already doing Down.


Having reached her feet, Odin flopped onto his side, wagging furiously.


I could sense what he was feeling. He was being good and he knew it. He was so happy to be a good dog for his person, he thought a belly rub would help things.


Helen’s knees issued cracking noises as she knelt down and stroked his stomach. Odin closed his eyes and groaned. “Good dog, Odin,” Helen murmured, “Good dog.” She smiled up at JayB. “That’s amazing. How did you do that?”


“He’s a really smart dog. All I did was give him a few treats and he figured it out. The crawling thing is his own invention, though. I only taught him to lie down on the ground.”


“Could I give them both a treat?”


“Sure.”


Odin and I both went alert when Helen reached into a crinkly package and threw two small bits of turkey at us.


For a dog, almost nothing beats being fed a morsel from a human hand. Usually, we have no idea why treats are being given, but in this case, I thought I knew—this Down thing, crawling on one’s stomach, really seemed to please people.


Walking home, JayB reached into his pocket and pulled out a small slip of paper that I recognized. Dominique had handed it to him in the park. He put it back in his pocket and smiled down at me. He was happy.


We strolled past the few houses between Odin’s and ours. As we came to our driveway, I sensed an immediate change in JayB’s mood. His shoulders slumped, and his steps faltered.


That same car was back in our driveway. The driver’s door opened and the same woman, Maddy, climbed out of it. She looked angry, either again or still.


“Oh, boy,” JayB muttered.


“When were you going to call me?” she demanded. “And don’t tell me you dropped your phone in the toilet. Men always think that one works.”


“But you were just here a couple of hours ago,” JayB protested.


“Yes, and didn’t I say this is a very delicate time?”


“No, you never said that.”


“Well, I shouldn’t have to! I can’t believe I drove all the way over here and you’re still deaf to my tones.”


“But, I mean, you could have called me, if you wanted to talk.”


“No, that’s one of the eight simple rules. You’re supposed to call me, JayB.”


“But, I mean, how often?”


“As often as it takes!”


I nosed the pocket with the chicken treats. Things seemed tense and I knew what would cheer us all up.


There was a long moment of silence. “JayB,” Maddy said softly, “did you ever think maybe you should see a psychiatrist?”


I turned as another car pulled in our driveway. This one was black and shiny. I immediately picked up the smell of a dog coming from within. Both front doors opened.


“Look who I found walking around your neighborhood!” announced a man I recognized. I had met him many times before. His name was Walter, though sometimes JayB called him Dad. He was a very nice man, though he’d never once thought to carry dog treats in his pocket.


I knew the scent of the man standing up out of the other side of the car. He was the person I had smelled from afar when JayB had suddenly pulled our leashes, and Odin and I had run to keep up, bewildered by our change in direction. The strong odor of dog wafting out of the car was familiar too—it was the dog accompanying the man when we all ran down the sidewalk.


I felt JayB’s posture change. Were we going to run away again? I tensed. JayB seemed even more unhappy than when he’d spotted Maddy in our driveway. “Hey, Rodney,” he responded with no joy.


The new man—Rodney?—was grinning as broadly as Walter. “Don’t ‘hey Rodney’ me,” he chided. He came walking around the front of the car, his arms stretched wide, and enveloped my person in a broad, backslapping hug. JayB reached a hand up and tentatively tapped some fingers between Rodney’s shoulder blades.


“You moved back to KC and never thought to call me?” Rodney demanded. “Should I be pissed?”


JayB shrugged.


Maddy approached from beside her car and stood with the group of people, glaring like a cat. “Who’s this?” she challenged suspiciously, nodding at the men.


Rodney held out a hand. “My name’s Rodney Spitz,” he replied. “I’m JayB’s oldest friend. We met in grade school and have been like brothers ever since.”


Maddy shook his hand. “Maddy Pine,” she stated sternly. She turned an accusing look at JayB. “You never told me about Rodney.”


“Maybe I was waiting for the right time.”


Though we could all smell the male dog in the car, no one was making any moves to let him out. I decided he must be a bad dog. I glanced at the house and saw Kelsey in her customary place in the window.


No one was letting her out, either.


Maddy turned a fierce expression on Walter. “And who are you?”


A round of laughter ensued. Maddy scowled.


“Isn’t it obvious? I’m Jago’s father. Walter,” he boasted, showing all of his teeth. “How do you know my son?”


Maddy squinted. “I’m JayB’s girlfriend.”


Walter shot JayB an incredulous look. “You never told me you had a girlfriend. Especially not such a beautiful one.”


“This is great,” Rodney enthused. “I’m only two blocks over, myself. I’m living in a house rent-free while I remodel the kitchen.”


“Is that what you do now?” JayB asked. “Like a carpenter?”


Rodney shook his head. “More like a freelance entrepreneur. This is just my current project.”


“So, how’s the remodel going?”


Rodney smiled, “Well, I’m living there rent-free, so you know, no hurry.” He winked. “Hey, I need to introduce you to somebody.” He went to the back door of Walter’s car, and when it opened, out sprang a stocky and strangely wrinkly, light-brown dog about my size.


“Is he a beagle?” Maddy asked.


“Shar-pei,” Rodney replied.


I stared. I had never seen a dog like this before. His face was pushed in and jowly, with folds of skin collapsing over his eyes. His ears looked too small to be functional, his tail too short for his body, almost a stub. “This is Spartan,” Rodney announced proudly.


“This is Clancy,” said JayB.


Hearing my name and “Spartan” made me think that Spartan was this dog’s name. He was ignoring me, carefully sniffing where I had marked a post that morning and then lifting his leg with contempt. I wasn’t going to allow this insult to stand, so when JayB dropped my leash, I moved swiftly over to inspect Spartan’s mark and pee all over it. Then the two of us circled each other, his poor excuse for a tail held stiff. We uneasily examined each other between the legs. A ruff of fur rose along the ridge of Spartan’s back. He seemed extremely unfriendly.


“This is going to be a lot of fun,” Walter proclaimed.


“I don’t know what would lead you to say something like that,” JayB replied.


“What do you do, Walter?” Maddy inquired.


“I’m an investor.”


JayB looked away, shaking his head slightly, but Rodney brightened.


“Investor?” Rodney repeated. “Does that mean you invest in things?”


Walter nodded cheerfully. “I’m diversifying as we speak.”


“I don’t like financial language,” Maddy interjected. “Better to just tell the truth.”


Rodney nodded. “Exactly. Walter, we need to talk about this sweet deal I just came across. Put in a million, maybe a million and a half, and get back ten or twenty, easy.”


“That’s exactly the sort of thing I’m looking for.” Walter beamed.


“It does sound easy,” JayB agreed cheerfully. “What is it?”


“Okay, on the surface, it’s a restaurant,” Rodney replied.


JayB folded his arms. “No.”





   





Dear Diary:


One of the most loathsome sights conceivable is a cat sitting on a window ledge, staring out through the glass. Their cold, unwinking eyes and unloving faces are so different than a dog’s. A dog would be happy, panting, perhaps pawing the glass, yearning to join the fun. Kelsey, however, sits and glares malevolently. She is so bitter not to be a dog that her entire face squints.


I have no doubt she would be terrified to be outside. All cats I’ve encountered in the out-of-doors have rightfully run away from me, except for one that didn’t. A cat knows a dog is a superior predator. They flee in terror because, for a cat, to leave the house is to be in mortal danger.


And that’s when it occurs to me: all I have to do is figure out a way to force Kelsey out of the house. Once in the yard, she would have to run away.


I picture her scampering down the street, a pack of dogs in pursuit, and it makes me wag.


[image: Love, Clancy]








   




Four



The word “no” always makes me anxious, especially when delivered with a stern coldness. I did not know what I might have done to have that word spoken by my person. I lowered my head guiltily.


“Hear me out,” Rodney pleaded.


“No.”


JayB said it again. He turned to Walter. “A million and a half? In a restaurant? No way.”


“Hey, I work in a restaurant,” Maddy objected. “Are you saying I’m a waste of money?”


“I think,” Walter observed dryly, “you’re forgetting who’s the father and who’s the son, here, Jago. I can make up my own mind, don’t you think?”


Rodney nodded eagerly. “Walter, it’s like God gifted me to you. We need to talk. Seriously.”


“Excellent idea. Why don’t we all go out to dinner? I’ll buy,” Walter suggested grandly. He smirked at JayB. “In a restaurant, I mean.”


“Oh, I can’t,” JayB objected quickly. “I’ve got some things I’ve got to work on.”


“What are you talking about? You’re unemployed,” Walter chided.


“Just because I don’t have a job, doesn’t mean I don’t have a life,” JayB responded reasonably. “This is all very nice, but I have plans.”


Maddy whirled on him. “See, that’s for sure on my list of eight simples. You plan everything. Can’t you for once just go with the flowing?”


Rodney and Walter were grinning, but JayB was not.


Maddy turned to Walter. “I’d love to,” she advised, “but I have to work tonight. I only stopped by to reassemble our relationship again.”


“Aw, I’m sorry to hear that,” Walter replied. “I was so looking forward to getting to know you. I thought we could all go to Pierponts.”


Maddy brightened. “Pierponts! Okay, for that, I guess I could take the night off. I was going to skip work anyway, but JayB apparently forgot we had a date.”


I noticed JayB’s hand going into the pocket with the piece of paper Dominique had given him. “Have fun!” he told them.


Walter shook his head. “That’s my son,” he observed sadly. “Never up for a good time.”


“Tell me about it,” Maddy affirmed. “Every date we’ve ever had has been a huge disappointment.”


“Nobody ever said that about me,” Rodney boasted. “I’m the proverbial life of the party.”


Moments later everyone else, including Spartan the saggy-faced dog, departed—Maddy in her car, Walter and Rodney and his dog in Walter’s shiny black one. JayB and I went in the house and Kelsey dropped off the window ledge, rightly concluding that I had come up with a masterful plot to rid her from our lives. JayB opened a fragrant can of fish and put the contents into a bowl on the counter. He had never learned that when it was up there, Kelsey could reach it, but I couldn’t.


Eventually, he would place food in my bowl on the floor as well. I could reach that, of course, but the strong fish smells coming from the counter were maddeningly provocative.


After a time, JayB pulled out his phone and the piece of paper from Dominique. I instantly picked up a gust of nervousness. He glanced down at me. “Okay,” he told me. “Here goes.”


I wagged, concerned that he seemed afraid. All I ever wanted was for JayB to be happy and maybe cook up some bacon.


“Oh, hi,” he told his phone. “Dominique.” He listened for a moment. I did not know why he was saying her name. “JayB, you know, from the dog park. Yes, hi. I was thinking . . . oh. Okay, yes! When? Oh, wow. Yeah, of course. Tomorrow would be great. Sure, it’s a date, noon. Okay. Hang on.” I watched as JayB fumbled for a pencil and paper. He glowed with relief. “Okay, ready.” He listened, and then smiled sunnily. “You live really close by!”


Then he said, “Oh, sure. Right. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt anything. Okay. Okay. Well, then, tomorrow noon. See you then. Okay. Bye, Dominique.” He lowered the phone and beamed at me. “Clancy, I’ve never had anything in my life go as well as this.”


I wagged with happiness.


The next day I sensed added energy in my person’s movement as he took a shower and got dressed. He stood and looked at himself in the mirror, then put on a different shirt. He brushed his teeth and hair and turned to me suddenly. “Oh, you know what, we should go to Helen’s and see if she needs me to take Odin for a quick walk.”


I heard the name Odin and guessed what was coming—we headed out the door and up the street, JayB holding my leash. I smelled Rodney and Spartan and turned, looking over my shoulder. The two of them slowed as they ran by.


“Hey, buddy!” Rodney panted. “You should have come out with us last night.”


“Hi, Rodney. You talk my dad out of a million?”


Rodney laughed. “I’ll let him tell you.” He passed us, and then started running backward so he could keep talking. “Your Maddy’s a hoot. We did some shots. Walter’s hilarious, just like I remembered him. Want to get together later? I’m not doing anything.” Rodney stopped running, jogging in place now, still facing us.


Spartan greeted me stiffly. This was a strange dog. We knew each other now, so he should have been much more effusive, but instead, he stared coldly at me through dark eyes concealed between creases of flesh.


“Actually, I have a date.”


“Oh!” exclaimed Rodney. “Tell Maddy I said hi, then.”


“Uh, sure,” JayB said agreeably. Rodney turned and ran, and Spartan followed him without a backward glance at me.


“Actually, her name’s Dominique,” JayB observed quietly—so quietly that Rodney didn’t turn around. He glanced down at me. “Dominique,” he repeated.


He seemed so happy.


Up ahead, Rodney passed Helen, who was in her driveway. Odin was not with her. She was stooped over, trying to pick up some rolling cans that had fallen through a hole in the paper bag she was carrying. Rodney glanced her way and kept running.


“Rodney . . .” JayB muttered, shaking his head. We picked up our pace. “Hey, Helen, let me help you there.” Moving swiftly, he snagged loose cans and gathered them in his arms.


Helen smiled at him. “Right on time! Thank you, JayB. Come on in, I know Odin will be happy to see you. Odin!” she hailed as she opened her front door.


We went inside and I heard Odin’s nails clicking as he ran toward us, but at the last moment, he fell to his belly and crawled the final little bit to his person. He flopped over for a tummy rub, his tail whapping the floor.


“Good dog!” JayB praised. I liked hearing those words. He put the cans down while Odin greeted me properly.


“I have some good news for you,” Helen said, beaming.


“Oh?”


The doorbell rang. Odin and I both barked in case the people didn’t know intruders were threatening to come in.


“Hey,” JayB scolded. “That’s enough.”


We didn’t know what he was saying, but it was clear he was as angry with the doorbell as we were.


“In fact,” Helen declared, “that’s probably them now!”


Odin and I reached the threshold at the same time. The smell of canines came to us through the crack under the door. We both lowered our noses to it. Helen made her way between us. When the door opened, Odin and I were surprised to see two women around Helen’s age standing and carrying their dogs.


They were little dogs, white with curly hair. The dogs stared at us and we stared at them. I had been picked up off the ground before, of course, but there seemed to be something different about this arrangement. Usually, I’m carried to the bathtub, my body collapsing into dead weight in protest, but that did not seem to be where these two women were headed. They stepped in and laughed excitedly, hugging Helen. “Hello, hello!” Helen greeted.


They put their dogs on the floor, and the two of them skittered over to sniff Odin and me. They were scarcely larger than Kelsey, but much friendlier, their tiny tails wagging furiously.


“Oh, this is going to be so much fun,” the shorter woman enthused.


“JayB, these are my friends, Cindy and Lindy,” Helen introduced.


JayB smiled.


“The dog walker!” the taller one exclaimed.


“Oh, well, not exactly,” JayB replied, which made everyone else laugh.


“That one’s Tillie and mine’s Millie,” the shorter woman announced. “They’re sisters, just like we are.”


“We are so thankful for you,” the taller woman said.


JayB frowned. “Thankful?”


“We always feel guilty when we leave the dogs alone. Knowing they’re with a reliable dog walker takes a huge weight off our minds.”


I glanced up at JayB, sensing discomfort.


“We’re going out to lunch!” Helen told him. “Haven’t done that in ages!”


All of the women laughed. JayB did not.


“It’s twenty-five dollars, right?” the shorter woman asked.


JayB was silent for a long moment. “Yes,” he finally replied. “That’s right.”


Soon we were back outside and, as far as I could tell, headed to the dog park, but now we had these two silly little dogs with us. They were both females and did not seem to understand why Odin paused at strategically located signposts and fireplugs. They sniffed curiously at our markings at first, then ceased doing that and simply trotted along to stay even with JayB. Some dogs just don’t understand what’s important.


JayB was unhappy—I could smell it on him. Yet we were out for a walk with dogs—how could he be anything but elated?


We made a turn and headed down a street we’d never walked before. JayB pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and stared at it, and then glanced down at me. “You know what? We’ll look back on this someday and laugh about it, I promise. I mean, talk about awkward first dates. . . . We’ll eat takeout or something at the dog park and it’ll be fine. Right, Clancy?”


I had heard a word or two that I recognized and looked to his hand, but it did not go into his pocket to retrieve anything for me.


We walked up some steps, and that’s when it struck me that I could smell Phoebe. She was inside the house in front of us. I wagged and panted with excitement. My person was capable of many wonderful things and this was just one example: he’d found Phoebe for me!


When he pushed a button, I heard her bark from within, and Odin and I glanced at each other, sharing the knowledge that there was a dog in the house. I wondered if Odin knew it was Phoebe.


The door opened and a man stood there, tall and shirtless. “Hey,” he greeted. “You JayB?”


JayB didn’t speak for a moment, then nodded. The man held out a hand. “I’m Bedford. Nice to meet you.” He turned and looked over his shoulder. “Hey, Dominique! The dog walker’s here!”


We dogs all went on alert because the man had yelled something and now had an air of expectancy. He turned back to JayB. “She said you guys didn’t talk about price. That’s Dominique she doesn’t think about things like that.”


“Oh,” JayB said. “Right. It was mostly social.”


“I’m thinking what, maybe twenty dollars an hour?”


JayB was still standing motionless and I gazed up at him curiously. Then, I whipped my head around at the thundering steps of Phoebe. She squeezed past this new man (Bedford, I decided). I was heartened she came to me first, then sniffed Odin, and then lowered her nose to the little dogs. I was so happy my whole body was wagging, from my tail forward.


“So, how long’ve you been a dog walker?” Bedford asked.


JayB cleared his throat. “It’s twenty-five dollars for a couple of hours. That’s what I’ve been charging.”


The man grinned. “Well, hey, I guess I just can’t get used to how cheap things are here. I moved out from the east coast. I like it, though.”


I looked up as Dominique joined us. She put a hand on the man’s arm and held out a leash to JayB. “It’s good to see you again,” she greeted with a happy smile.
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