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My name is Bailey. I have had many names and many lives, but Bailey is what I am called now. It is a good name. I am a good dog.


I have lived in many places and of all of those, the farm was the most wonderful—until I arrived here. This place has no name, but there are golden shores to run along, and sticks and balls with flawless mouth-fit, and toys that squeak, and everyone who has ever loved me is here—and they all love me still. There are also, of course, many, many dogs, because it wouldn’t be a perfect place without them.


I am loved by so many people because I have lived many lives with many different names. I’ve been Toby and Molly and Ellie and Max, I’ve been Buddy and I’ve been Bailey. With each name came a life with a different purpose. My purpose now is a simple one—to be with my people, and to love them. Perhaps that was my ultimate purpose from the start.


There is no pain here, only the joy that comes from being surrounded by love.


Time was unmarked, passing in serenity, until my boy Ethan and my girl CJ came to talk to me. CJ is Ethan’s child. I sat up alertly when they appeared, because of all the people I had ever cared about, these two had the most important role in my lives, and they were carrying themselves the way people behave when they want a dog to do something.


“Hello, Bailey, you good dog,” Ethan greeted me. CJ ran a smoothing hand over my fur.


For a moment or two we just shared our love with each other.


“I know you understand that you have lived before, Bailey. I know you had a very special purpose, that you saved me,” Ethan said.


“And you saved me, too, Bailey, my Molly girl, my Max,” CJ added.


When CJ said those names, I remembered how I had accompanied her on her life’s journey. I wagged at the memories. She put her arms around me. “There’s nothing like a dog’s love,” she murmured to Ethan.


“It’s unconditional,” Ethan agreed, patting my forehead.


I closed my eyes with pleasure at being cuddled by the two of them.


“We have to ask you to do something now, Bailey. Something so very important, only you can do it,” Ethan told me.


“But if you fail, it will be okay. We will love you, and you can come back here and be with us,” CJ said.


“He won’t fail. Not our Bailey,” Ethan replied, grinning. He held my head in his hands, hands that once smelled like the farm but now just smelled like Ethan. I gazed at him with a rapt focus, because when my boy speaks to me, I can feel his love pouring out like warmth. “I need you to go back, Bailey. Back to fulfill a promise. I wouldn’t ask you if it weren’t necessary.”


His tone was serious, but he wasn’t mad at me. Humans can be happy, sad, loving, angry, and many other things, and usually I can tell by their voices how they feel. Dogs are pretty much just happy, which might be why we don’t need to talk.


“This time will be different, Bailey,” CJ advised. I looked to her and she, too, was loving and kind. I sensed, though, an anxiety in her, a worry, and leaned into her so that she could hug me more tightly and feel better.


“You won’t remember anything.” Ethan was speaking softly now. “None of your lives. Not me, not the farm, not this place.”


“Well,” CJ objected, her voice as quiet as Ethan’s. “Maybe not remember, exactly, but you have been through so much, you will be a wise dog now, Bailey. An old soul.”


“Here’s the tough part, Buddy. You won’t even remember me. CJ and I will fade from your mind.”


Ethan was sad. I gave his hand a lick. Sadness in people is the reason there are dogs.


CJ petted me. “Not forever, though.”


Ethan nodded. “That’s right, Bailey. Not forever. The next time you see me, I won’t look like this, but you’ll recognize me, and when you do, you will remember everything. All of your lives. It will all come back. And maybe then you’ll also understand that you are an angel dog who helped fulfill a very important promise.”


CJ stirred and Ethan looked up at her. “He won’t fail,” Ethan insisted. “Not my Bailey.”









{ONE}
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At first I knew only my mother’s nourishing milk, and the sheltering warmth of her teats as I fed. It wasn’t until I had become much more aware of my surroundings that I realized I had brothers and sisters with whom to compete for Mother’s attentions, that as they wiggled and squirmed against me they were trying to shove me to the side. But Mother loved me, I could feel it when she nuzzled me, when she cleaned me with her tongue. And I loved my mother dog.


Our den was formed of metal floors and walls, but Mother had arranged a soft roll of cloth into a warm bed up against the back side. Once my siblings and I could see and move well enough to explore, we discovered that the surface beneath our pads was not only hard and slick but cold. Life was much better on the blanket. The roof over our heads was a brittle tarp that flapped in the wind with a crisp rattling chatter.


None of this was as interesting to us as the alluring, empty rectangular hole at the front of the den, through which light and outdoor smells poured in an intoxicating blend. The floor of the den jutted out past the roof at that point. Mother often went to this window to the unknown, her nails clicking on the metal shelf that thrust out into the world, and then she . . . vanished.


Mother would leap out into the light and be gone. We puppies would huddle together for warmth in the chill of her absence, squeaking comfort to each other, and then collapse into sleep. I could feel that my brothers and sisters were as distraught and anxious as I was that she might never return, but she always came back to us, appearing in the middle of the rectangular hole as swiftly as she had departed.


When our vision and coordination improved, we pooled our collective courage and followed her scent out onto the ledge, but it was terrifying. The world, dizzying in its compelling possibilities, was open to us there below the shelf, but to access it meant a free fall of impossible distance. Our den was literally off the ground. How did Mother jump down and then back up?


I had a brother I thought of as Heavy Boy. My siblings and I spent most of our time trying to shove him out of our way. When he would climb up over me to sleep on the pile it felt like he was trying to flatten my head, but extracting myself from the compression was not easy, especially with my brothers and sisters pushing back. He sported the same white muzzle and chest, with the same mottled white, gray-and-black body as the rest of us, but his bones and flesh were just somehow heavier. When Mother needed a respite from feeding us and stood up, Heavy Boy always complained the longest, and he was always seeking to nurse, even when the other puppies were satiated and wanting to play. I couldn’t help but be irritated with him—Mother was so thin that her bones were visible through her skin, and her breath carried a rancid, sick odor, while Heavy Boy was plump and round and yet still always demanded more from her.


It was Heavy Boy who strayed too close to the lip of the ledge, his nose sniffing at something in the air, maybe eager for our mother to return so he could continue to try to drain the life out of her. One moment he was precariously stretched out at the very edge, and the next he was gone, falling, an audible thump reaching our ears.


I wasn’t sure this was a bad thing.


Heavy Boy began a panicked squalling. His terror infused all of us in the den, so that we, too, began squeaking and crying, anxiously nosing each other for reassurance.


I knew right then that I would never go out on the ledge. That way meant danger.


Then Heavy Boy went completely quiet.


The silence in the den was instantaneous. We all sensed that if something had gotten to Heavy Boy, it might very well be coming for us next. We huddled together in soundless dread.


With a loud scratching sound, Mother appeared on the ledge, Heavy Boy hanging, chagrined, from her teeth. She deposited him in the center of our pile and of course immediately he was squeaking in demand for a teat, heedless of the fact that he had frightened all of us. I am sure I was not the only puppy who felt our mother would not have offended us if she just left Heavy Boy out there to face the consequences of his venture.


That night I lay on top of one of my sisters, considering what I had learned. The ledge at the front of the den was a dangerous place, not worth the risk of trespass regardless of the succulent odors offered by the world beyond. By staying near the bed; I reasoned, I would be completely safe.


I was entirely wrong, as it turned out a few days later.


Mother was napping with her back to us. This upset my littermates, especially Heavy Boy, because the fragrance of her teats called to us and he wanted to feed. None of us were strong or coordinated enough to climb over her, though, and she was wedged in the back corner of the den, denying us access around head and tail.


She raised her head at a sound we heard every so often: a humming machine noise. Before, the sound always rose and fell swiftly, but this time it came close and whatever was making it was obviously motionless for a time. We heard a slam, and that’s when Mother stood up, her head tenting the flexible ceiling, her ears back in alarm.


Something was coming—heavy thuds were getting closer. Mother pressed herself to the back of the den and we followed suit. None of us went for her teats, now, not even Heavy Boy.


A stark shadow blocked the light from the rectangular hole, and with a loud boom the ledge to the world was slapped up, making the den a sealed enclosure, no way out. Mother was panting, white rims under her eyes, and we all knew something was about to happen, something awful. She tried to force her way over the side of the den, but the ceiling was down too tight; all she could do was stick the tip of her nose out into the air.


The floor of the den rocked, and there was another slamming sound, and then with a grinding roar the surface beneath our feet began to tremble. The den lurched, flinging us all to one side. We slid on the slick metal surface. I looked to Mother and she had her claws extended and was struggling to stay on her feet. She could not help us. My siblings were crying pitiably and trying to make their way to her, but I hung back, concentrating on not being thrown. I did not understand the forces pulling at my body; I just knew that if Mother was afraid, I should be terrified.


The bouncing, banging, and shaking went on for so long, I began to believe this would now be my life, that my mother would forever be dismal with fear, that I would be flung back and forth without cease—and then suddenly we all were tossed in a crush at the back wall of the den, where we piled up and then fell when the noise and the sickening stresses on our bodies magically ceased. Even the vibrations stopped.


Mother was still afraid. I watched her as she alerted at a metallic slam, and saw her whip her head around as she took measure of a crunching sound tracking to the place where the ledge had always thrust out into the world.


I felt real fear when I saw her lips draw back from her teeth. My calm, gentle mother was now fierce and feral, her fur up, her eyes cold.


With a clank the ledge fell back down into place and astoundingly there was a man standing there. The instinctive recognition came to me in a flash—it was as if I could feel his hands on me, or remember how it felt, even though I had never set eyes on such a creature before. I caught sight of bushy hair below his nose, a rounded belly, and eyes widening in surprise.


Mother lunged and savagely snapped her teeth, her bark full of angry warning.


“Yaaah!” The man fell away in shock, vanishing from view. Mother kept barking.


My littermates were frozen in helpless fear. Mother was retreating to where we were collected, drool flecking her mouth, fur up, ears back. A maternal rage radiated from her—I felt it; my siblings felt it; and, given his reaction, the man undoubtedly felt it as well.


And then, with an abruptness that made us all flinch, the ledge banged up, shutting off the sun, so that the only illumination was the dim glow filtering through the covering over the top of the den.


The silence seemed as loud as Mother’s snarls had been. In the gloom, I saw my littermates begin to unclench, though they set upon my mother with a need made frantic by what had happened, and she acquiesced, lying down to nurse with a sigh.


What had just occurred? Mother had been afraid but had channeled that fear into something fierce. The man had been afraid but hadn’t turned it into anything but a startled shout. And I had felt an odd composure, as if I understood something my mother did not.


It wasn’t true, though. I didn’t understand anything.


After a time, Mother crossed to where the ledge had been flipped up, sniffing along the top edge. She pressed her head up against the tarp, raising it slightly, and a shaft of light shot into the den. She emitted a slight sound, a moan, chilling me.


We heard the crunching noises I associated with the man, and then voices.


“Ya wanna take a look?”


“Not if she’s vicious like you say. How many pups, you think?”


“Maybe six? I was just figurin’ out what I was lookin’ at when she came at me. Thought she was gonna take my arm off.”


These were, I decided, men speaking to each other about something. I could smell them, and there were no more than two.


“Well, why would you leave the tailgate down in the first place?”


“I dunno.”


“We need this pickup. You gotta go get that equipment.”


“Yeah, but what about the pups?”


“So what you do is take them down to the river. You got a gun?”


“What? No, I don’t got a gun, for Pete’s sake.”


“I got a pistol in my truck.”


“I don’t wanna shoot a bunch of puppies, Larry.”


“The pistol’s for the mother. With her out of the picture, nature will take care of the pups.”


“Larry . . .”


“You going to do what I say?”


“Yessir.”


“All right then.”









{TWO}
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Within moments we were back to sliding around, again subjected to noises and sickening forces we did not comprehend. Yet among the mysteries of the day, this particular event seemed less threatening with its repetition, somehow. Was it too farfetched to believe that soon the noise would end, our bodies would settle, the ledge would reappear, Mother would snarl and bark, a man would yell, the ledge would bang upward? This time I was therefore more interested in the smells wafting in through the gap between the flapping roof and the metal walls of the den: a blast of exotic, wonderful odors that brought with them the beckoning of a promising world.


When we were flung into a pile and the vibrations ceased, Mother tensed, and we probably all knew that a man was walking outside the den, but then nothing happened for some time except that our mother paced, panting. I noticed that Heavy Boy was following her around, focused on what was, for him, the issue of the moment, but I knew Mother had no intention of nursing us right then.


Then came voices. This, too, was something we’d experienced before, so I yawned.


“Okay, I’m not sure how this is going to work.” That was a voice I hadn’t heard. I pictured another man.


“Maybe instead of droppin’ the tailgate, I just roll back the tarp?” This was the voice belonging to the man who had yelled.


“I think we’re just going to have one shot at the mother. Once she sees what we’re up to she’ll bail over the sides.”


“Okay.”


“I forgot to ask, you said you have the gun on you?” New Voice asked.


“Yeah,” Familiar Voice replied.


“Would you mind?”


“Oh, hell no, here it is. I ain’t never shot a pistol in my life.”


I looked over at Mother. She seemed less stressed. Maybe all dogs calmed down once something seemed to be occurring over and over.


There was an unrecognizable clicking sound. “So, you ready?”


“Yeah.”


With a loud crackle, hands appeared on both sides of the den, and daylight began flooding into our enclosure. The roof was being peeled back by the men, who were peering down at us. Mother was growling ominously. There were two humans—the one with the hairy face from before, and a taller man with a smooth face and more hair on his head.


The smooth-faced man smiled, his teeth white. “Okay, girl. Be still, now. This will go a lot better if you hold still.”


“She ’bout ripped my arm outta the socket before,” the hairy-faced man said.


Smooth Face looked up sharply. “She actually bit you?”


“Uh, no.”


“That’s good to hear.”


“She ain’t friendly, though.”


“She’s got a litter. They get protective.”


Mother was growling more loudly. Her teeth were on display now.


“Hey there. Just hold still,” Smooth Face soothed.


“Look out!”


Her nails scrabbling, Mother turned to the exposed side of the den and in a flash leapt over, vanishing. Instantly, my siblings reacted, swarming in the same direction.


“Well, I guess I could have predicted that,” Smooth Face chuckled. “See how skinny she was? She hasn’t had a home for some time. She’s not going to trust a person no matter how gently I talk.”


“Big, though.”


“Mostly malamute, as far as I can tell. These pups have something else in them, though. Dane?”


“Hey, thanks for taking the bullet outta the gun, I didn’t know howta do that,” Hairy Face said.


“I removed the clip, too. I can’t believe he handed it to you with a round in the chamber. That’s dangerous.”


“Yeah, well, he’s my boss, so I guess I won’t be complainin’. You, uh, won’t tell anyone I didn’t follow his instructions? Wouldn’t wanta have this get back ta him.”


“Tell him you did what he said. It explains why there aren’t any bullets left.”


My siblings reacted in various ways as the men lowered their hands into the den. Some cowered, but others, like Heavy Boy, were wagging and submissive.


“Can I see the puppies?” I looked up at this, a third voice, pitched high.


“Sure, Ava, here.” Smooth Face lifted a small human off the ground. It was, I realized, a little girl. She clapped her hands. “Puppies!” she squealed in her high, delighted voice.


Smooth Face put the girl down. “Time to get them in the crate.”


He deftly scooped me up. I was placed in a basket with my littermates, who all had their forepaws on the sides, noses raised, trying to see.


The little girl’s smiling face appeared over the edge of the basket, gazing down at us. I stared up at her, curious about all the different smells wafting from her—sweet and spicy and flowery.


“Okay, Ava, let’s get these little guys inside where it’s warm.”


The basket shifted and the world was once again unstable, made worse by the absence of our mother. Several of my siblings squealed in alarm, while I concentrated on trying to stay out of the way as Heavy Boy came tumbling by.


Suddenly the air was warmer. The new den stopped moving. The little girl reached in and I found I welcomed her touch as she lifted me up to her face. Her light eyes stared at me from very close, and I felt an impulse to lick her skin, though I did not know why.


“We have a problem, Ava,” Smooth Face said. “We can bottle feed them, but without a mother I am not sure they’ll survive.”


“I’ll do it!” the little girl piped in immediately.


“Well, I know that. But we’ll be late getting home tonight, and that’s not going to make your mother happy.”


The little girl was still gazing at me, and I stared rapturously back. “I want to keep this one.”


The man laughed. “We probably can’t, Ava. Let’s get going with the bottles.”


Every experience was utterly new. When the little girl sat holding me on my back, pinning me between her legs, I squirmed in discomfort, but then she lowered a small object toward my mouth and when I smelled the tiny drop of rich milk oozing from it I took it in my mouth like a teat and sucked hard and was rewarded with a meal rich and sweet.


In the den with Mother, night fell as a gradual process, but in this new place it came in a single instant, with such swift abruptness I felt several of my siblings twitch in alarm. Anxious without our mother, we were restless and took a long time before we dozed off. I slept on top of Heavy Boy, and it was much better than the other way around.


The next morning the little girl and the man returned and once again we were given nourishment while lying on our backs. I knew my littermates had fed because they all carried the smell of the dense milk on their lips.


“We have to get the mother to come back, Ava,” Smooth Face said. “We won’t be able to bottle feed these little guys as much as they need, otherwise.”


“I’ll stay home from school Monday,” the little girl replied.


“You can’t do that.”


“Daddy . . .”


“Ava, remember how I explained that sometimes we pick up an animal and we can’t save them because they are sick, or because they have been badly mistreated? It’s like these puppies are sick. I have other animals to take care of and I don’t have anyone to help me right now.”


“Please.”


“Maybe the mother will come back. Okay, Ava? Hopefully she’ll miss her babies.”


The little girl, I decided, was named Ava. She reached for me a short time later, and her hands made me feel safe and warm. She carried me out into the cool air, cuddling me to her chest.


I smelled Mother before I saw her. Suddenly Ava drew in a sharp breath.


“Are you the mommy?” she asked in a small voice.


Mother had edged out of some thick trees and was creeping hesitantly toward us across the grass. She lowered her head when the girl spoke, her distrust obvious with every uncertain step.


Ava set me down, leaving me by myself in the grass. I saw my mother watch warily as the little girl retreated until she was standing at the door to the building.


“Daddy! The mother came!” Ava called shrilly. “It’s okay, girl,” she urged in softer tones. “Come see your baby.”


I wondered what we were doing.









{THREE}
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Ava patted her thighs with her palms flat. “Please come, Mommy Dog! Please. If you don’t come save your babies, they will die.”


Though I didn’t understand, I heard the anguish layered through her words. This tense situation, I decided, called for a puppy. I turned my back on my mother, making a conscious choice. I loved my mother dog, but I knew in my heart I belonged with humans.


“Mommy Dog, come get your little boy!” Ava called. She scooped me up and eased through the door to the building, moving backward down a hallway. Mother crept right to the threshold, but stopped suspiciously, not budging.


Ava set me on the floor. “Want your baby?” she asked.


I did not know what to do. Both my mother and Ava were brittle with anxiety. I could feel it crackling off them, it was in my mother’s sour breath and came as a scent off the little girl’s skin. I whimpered, wagging, confused. I began inching toward Mother and that seemed to decide it. Mother took a few steps inside, her eyes on me. I flashed to a memory of her leaping into the den, Heavy Boy’s nape in her teeth, and knew what was coming. Mother darted for me.


Then the door banged shut behind her. The noise seemed to terrify Mother. Her ears back, she darted back and forth in the narrow hallway, utterly panicked, then dashed through a side doorway. I saw Smooth Face Man looking in the window, and for some reason I wagged at him.


When he dropped from the window I followed Mother’s scent into a small room. There was a bench at the far end of the space and Mother cowered under it, panting, her face tight with fear.


I sensed the little girl and the man behind me in the doorway.


“Don’t go any closer, Ava,” said the man. “I’ll be right back.”


I was going to run to Mother, but the little girl gathered me up. She nuzzled me and I wiggled in delight.


Mother didn’t move, was hunkered down, hiding. Then the man reappeared, trailing a strong odor of my siblings, and put our cage on the floor, popping open the door. Heavy Boy, followed by the rest of my littermates, poured out, trampling over one another. When they spotted Mother they stampeded her in an uncoordinated rush. She eased out from under the bench, ears up, staring at Ava. Then the wave of puppies was upon her, shrieking and squealing, and Mother flopped down by the bench, allowing her puppies to nurse.


The girl put me on the floor and I ran over to join my family.


“That was so smart, Ava! You did it exactly right,” the man praised.


The man was, I learned, called Dad by Ava, and Sam by all the other people in the building. This was far too complex of a concept for me, and I eventually just thought of him as Sam Dad.


Ava wasn’t in the building all the time, or even every day. I nonetheless regarded her as my girl, belonging to me and nobody else. There were other dogs sharing our big room, dogs to see and smell and hear in their cages nearby. One of them was a mother dog like ours; the scent of her milk wafted through the air, and I heard the peeps and squeals of another litter, out of sight in a cage at the other end of the big room. I also detected a different sort of animal, coming to me as a strong and alien scent from another part of the building, and wondered what it could be.


Life in the metal den with the rattling roof seemed long ago and far away. Mother’s milk was suddenly richer and more plentiful, and her breath was no longer fetid.


“She’s gaining weight even with the nursing; that’s good,” Sam Dad told Ava. “When she’s weaned them, we’ll spay her and find her a new forever home.” Mother always shied away from Sam Dad but after a time went willingly to Ava, who called Mother “Kiki.”


Ava addressed me as Bailey, and eventually I understood that was who I was, I was Bailey. Heavy Boy was Buddha. All of my siblings had names, and I spent the days playing with them in our cage and out in a grassy yard with high wooden walls.


None of my littermates understood that Ava and I shared a special relationship, and they would crowd her when she opened our cage door. I finally decided to rush to the opening the moment the little girl entered the big room, to be ready if she was there to let us out.


It worked! She picked me up, while all the others remained teeming at her feet and probably feeling jealous. “Well, Bailey, you’re so eager, do you know what’s happening?”


She carried me because I was the special one. My siblings trailed after us down the hallway. She pushed open the door and set me down and I jumped on Heavy Boy Buddha. “I’ll be right back!” Ava sang.


We were old enough now that we no longer tripped over our paws when we ran. Heavy Boy Buddha leaped on a hard rubber ball, so we all leaped on him. It was satisfying to realize I wasn’t the only puppy who resented being crushed by our brother.


The door opened again and Ava astounded me by setting down three new puppies! We all rushed to one another, sniffing and wagging and climbing up to chew on each other’s ears.


One puppy, a girl, had a black, pushed-in muzzle and a brown body with a splash of white on her chest—her two brothers had white marks on their faces. Her fur was short and when we were nose-to-nose, it seemed as if all the other puppies in the yard faded away, not present even when one of them careened into us. When the black-faced girl dog ran the perimeter of the yard, I ran right with her.


The mingling of the two puppy families became routine, and Ava called the girl dog Lacey. Lacey was close to my age, with a muscular but compact frame and bright black eyes. We sought each other out and played together in the yard with exclusive devotion. In ways I could not understand, I felt I belonged more to Lacey than to Ava. When I slept, Lacey and I wrestled in my dreams; when I was awake, I raised my nose in an obsessive hunt to isolate her scent from those of all the other animals. My chief frustration with my otherwise marvelous life was that no one thought to put Lacey and me in the same cage.


When Mother began evading our pleading approaches to her teats, Sam Dad set out small bowls of mushy food, which Heavy Boy Buddha seemed to think he could only eat if he was standing in it. This new circumstance, this food, was such a wonderful development I would dream about it as often as I dreamed of Lacey.


I was overjoyed when Lacey and I were finally put in a cage together, inside what Sam Dad called “the van.” It was a high-sided metal room with dog cages stacked on top of each other, though the interior of the van was redolent with that same mysterious, absent animal. I didn’t care: Ava had observed how much Lacey and I loved each other and had rightly concluded we needed to be together always. Lacey rolled on her back and I mouthed her throat and jaw. Lacey’s stomach was mostly white and the fur there was as dense and short as on her back, as opposed to my siblings, who had bushy gray hair and a face mostly white with tracings of gray between the eyes and around the snout. I supposed, when I thought about it, I probably appeared the same. Lacey’s ears were so soft and warm, I loved to nibble them gently, my jaw quivering with affection.


“Will there be cats at the adoption event, Daddy?” Ava asked.


“Nope. Just dogs. Cats are in two months—May is the start of what we call kitten season.”


In the van we were subjected to the same torsion and pull that I remembered from the day we met Sam Dad and Ava. It went on so long that Lacey and I fell asleep, my paw cradled between her jaws.


We awoke when, with a lurch, the jostling stopped. The side of the van opened up and admitted a flood of dog smells!


We were all whimpering, eager to run free and sniff everything this new place had to offer, but that was not to happen. Instead, Sam Dad moved each cage, one at a time, out the door. When it was our turn, Lacey and I flattened to the floor, made dizzy by the way Sam Dad carried us. We were placed on some sandy ground, still in the cage. Across from us I saw Heavy Boy Buddha and two of my brothers, and realized that all the dogs from the van were now here, their crates arrayed in a rough circle. The canine odors were even more rampant and available now. Lacey and I sniffed, and then she climbed on top of me and it turned into a long wrestle. I was aware of humans young and old darting around the kennels, but Lacey absorbed most of my attention.


Then Lacey shook me off and I saw what she was staring at: a girl not much older than Ava, with completely different features—Ava’s eyes and hair were light, her skin pale, but this girl had black hair and dark eyes and a darker cast to her skin. She smelled very much like Ava, though—sweet and fruity.


“Oh, you are the prettiest baby. You are so beautiful,” the girl whispered. I felt the adoration coming off her as she poked her fingers through the wires and Lacey licked them. I pushed my way to those fingers for my share of the affection, but the girl was only focused on Lacey.


Sam Dad crouched down. “That’s Lacey. She’s obviously mostly boxer.”


“She’s the one I want,” this new girl declared.


“Ask your parents to come over, and I will let her out for you to play with,” Sam Dad offered. The little girl skipped off. Lacey and I exchanged baffled expressions.


Very soon a man around Sam Dad’s age approached, followed by a boy older and bigger than Ava. I was wagging because I had never seen a boy before: it was like a male version of a girl!


“Are these two from the same litter? The female looks smaller,” New Man observed. The boy stood with his hands in his pockets, hanging back. I had never before met anyone who didn’t want to play with puppies.


“No. We’re thinking the male’s father might be a large breed of some kind, maybe great Dane. Pup’s probably ten weeks old and already pretty big,” Sam Dad replied. “The mother is mostly malamute. The girl there is from a different litter; she’s a boxer mix. Her name is Lacey.”


“It’s a big dog we’re needing.”


“Well, unless by big you mean tall, like an Irish wolfhound, you’re not going to get much bigger than a malamute with some Dane in him. Not stockier, anyway. Look at his paws,” Sam Dad noted with a chuckle.


“Your rescue is in Grand Rapids? A bit of a haul.”


“Yes, we drove up with some of our bigger dogs. Up here people like large dogs; in the city they like them small. When I head back I’m filling the rescue-mobile with Chihuahuas and Yorkies and other small breeds from shelters around here.”


I fell on my back so that Lacey would attack my neck. An older woman joined the new man and smiled into the cage, but I was too busy being mauled by Lacey to pay her much mind.


“Like I said,” New Man continued, “it’s the bigger dogs we’re interested in. It’s for my other son, Burke. He was born with a spine problem. The doctors want to wait until he’s older to operate, so he’s in a wheelchair. We need to get a dog to help him around, pull his chair, all of that.”


“Oh.” Sam Dad shook his head. “There are organizations that train companion animals. It’s hard work. You should contact one of them.”


“My son says the trained dogs should go to people who have no hope of walking again. He refuses to consider taking a companion dog out of the system.” New Man shrugged. “Burke can be sort of . . . stubborn about things.”


The boy with his hands in his pockets snorted and rolled his eyes.


“That’s enough, Grant,” New Man said. The boy kicked at the dirt.


“You want to have your son come meet the male? His name is Bailey.”


New Man, the older lady, and the boy all looked up sharply. Lacey and I caught the sudden motions and froze, wondering what was happening.


“Did I say something wrong?” Sam Dad asked.


“It’s just that my family has a history with dogs named Bailey,” New Man explained. “You, uh, mind if we changed his name to something else?”


“It would be your dog. That’s fine. You want to bring your other son over? Burke?”


No one said anything for a moment. The older woman touched a light hand to New Man’s shoulder, saying, “He’s . . . he struggles with people seeing him in the chair right now. He didn’t used to mind, but this last year has been difficult. He’ll be thirteen in June.”


“Ah, the end of the preteen years,” Sam Dad observed dryly. “I’ve heard about them. I’ve got a few more years before I have to worry—Ava’s only ten.”


“I think I can make the command decision, here,” New Man declared. “I assume there’s a fee?”


“Fees and forms,” Sam Dad replied cheerfully.


The new people went away, talking together. Suddenly the little girl with the dark hair came running back, followed by two adult humans.


“This is her, Daddy!” she cried out. She knelt, opened the cage, and scooped out Lacey. When I made to follow, she clanged the cage door shut right in my face.


I watched in concern as she turned away. Where was she taking Lacey?
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The little girl with the black hair took Lacey over to meet the two adults—the girl’s parents, a part of my mind decided. Mostly I was just trying to catch a glimpse of Lacey in the little girl’s arms. For some reason, this felt different, more threatening, than when Ava carried one of us. Lacey was just as desperate: when she was lowered to the ground, she ignored the dark-haired girl and ran straight over to my cage and stuck her nose through the bars to touch mine.


“Lacey!” the little girl called, leading her parents over and snatching my Lacey back up.


New Man and his family were returning, and I saw him stiffen at the sight of the little girl’s family. The boy regarded New Man curiously.


“Hello,” said the man with the dark hair. New Man reacted oddly, ignoring Dark Hair Man and kneeling to pull me out of my cage, hopefully so I could be with Lacey.


“Hello,” the older lady replied to Dark Hair Man. “Are you adopting a new puppy, too?”


“I’m getting Lacey,” the black-haired girl sang.


I decided there were two separate families—Black Hair Girl and her mother and father; and New Man, a boy, and an older woman who didn’t seem to be the boy’s mother. Though the two families were both human, they smelled slightly different from one another.


New Man picked me up and turned away from the conversation with Dark Hair Man. “Are you coming, Mom?” he asked after he took a few steps. An odd tension flowed through New Man’s hands as they held me.


“Nice speaking to you,” the older lady (who New Man called “Mom”) said to the Black Hair Family before she hurried after us. She was frowning at New Man. He waited as she caught up to us. “What in the world was that?” Mom asked in low tones. “I’ve never seen you so rude.”


Held against New Man’s chest, I couldn’t see Lacey and could barely smell her. I squirmed, and he patted me reassuringly. “Don’t you know?” New Man replied. “He’s one of the robo-farmers trying to put us out of business.”


The boy ran ahead to the side of a car. Inside the vehicle I could see another, younger boy, smiling at me.


“Wait!”


Little Ava was dashing up and New Man turned.


“I want to say goodbye to Bailey!”


I was lowered so that I was nose-to-nose with Ava. “I love you, Bailey. You are such a good puppy. We can’t keep every dog we rescue, because that would be foster failure, so we have to say goodbye, but I will always remember you. I hope I see you again sometime!” I wagged at my name, Bailey, and at the kiss Ava put on my nose.


Then I was in the car. Why? What were we doing? What happened to Lacey? The younger boy gathered me to him. He was essentially a smaller copy of the first boy—same dark hair and light eyes, same smell of bread and butter. I was so anxious I whimpered.


“Don’t worry, little guy, everything is okay,” the younger boy whispered. I was intimidated, but he rubbed his face on mine so fondly I was charmed into licking his cheeks.


Everyone was sliding into the car with me.


“Can I drive?” the older boy asked.


“Or maybe we should just try to survive the trip,” the younger boy replied.


“You can drive when the whole family’s not in the car, Grant,” New Man said.


“I don’t know why it’s called a learner’s permit when you won’t permit me to learn,” he complained.


The car started moving. “What was the deal with the Asian dude?” the older boy asked.


New Man shook his head. “That’s not the way to ask the question. His being Asian has nothing to do with it.”


“What happened?” The boy holding me wanted to know.


“Dad acted weird,” Older Boy explained.


“He was rude,” Mom interjected.


New Man sighed. “We have nothing against Chinese Americans. What we do have a problem with is where he works. They’re buying up the farms and replacing the workers with drone harvesters. They’re running down prices so that we can barely make a living. Meanwhile, workers who used to bring home a decent wage can’t feed their families.”


“Okay, I get it, sorry,” Older Boy mumbled, looking away.


“Your father isn’t angry at you, Grant. It’s the situation,” Mom said pointedly. “Isn’t that right, Chase?”


New Man grunted. The younger boy had me on my back and was tickling me and letting me bite his fingers. “I’m going to name him Cooper!” he announced.


“Dumb name,” Older Boy observed.


“That’s enough, Grant,” New Man said.


Older Boy’s name was Grant. That’s one of the things I learned over the next several days. His name was Grant, and the younger boy was Burke. The woman was mostly Grandma, so I stopped thinking of her as Mom. New Man, though, was more of a challenge because he couldn’t seem to get names straight. He called Grandma “Mom,” and she called him “Chase,” and then, most confusingly, the boys called him “Dad,” which was what Ava called Sam Dad. It was too much for a dog, so I began thinking of New Man as “Chase Dad.” Were all men “Dad”?


And everyone addressed me as “Cooper.” I had been Bailey when I was with Lacey, and now I was Cooper and was without her. I was happy to be surrounded by people who loved me, but a part of me was always waiting for Lacey to show up. Thinking of her made me feel oddly hungry, hungry even after I’d filled my belly with dinner. I was burdened with a persistent, empty ache.


When Burke wasn’t lying in bed, he was sitting in a chair that moved swiftly from place to place with thrusts of his hands on two wheels. Sometimes one of the other family members would stand behind Burke and push. Burke wanted me in his lap, and I discovered he really couldn’t touch me otherwise, though he would bend over and try, his fingers wagging in the air. He taught me to climb up on a low, soft stool and from there to leap into his lap. “Up, Cooper!” he called, slapping his thighs and laughing when I complied. Once I was there Burke would cuddle me and I could chew on his face, the same sort of affection flowing through my jaws as when I held Lacey’s leg in my mouth.


“If Cooper is Burke’s dog, how come I have to do the house training?” Grant asked one day.


“Why do you think?” Dad replied.


Several times a day Grant would take me outside, sometimes in a rush if I were about to squat in the house. He would feed me treats. “I’m the fun boy in the family. You’ll see. Burke says you’re a working dog, but when you’re older I’ll take you on hikes and throw the ball for you. You’ll see,” Grant whispered to me as he gave me a treat. I loved Grant.


Grant wasn’t always home, and neither was Chase Dad, but Grandma and Burke were. “School,” Grant would say, and then he’d be running out the door. I learned to expect that I’d be hearing “time to get to work” from Chase Dad, or something similar with the same tones in his voice, and then it would be just Grandma and Burke. “Let’s start with your French lesson,” Grandma might say, to Burke’s loud groans. I would roll on my back or jump on a toy or run around the room to make sure they knew there were plenty of alternatives to what they usually did, which was to sit quietly and gaze at an odorless, flickering object, and make small clicking noises by tapping their fingers, and generally ignore the fact that they had a dog in the house. They didn’t even get up to follow me when I pushed through the dog door and trotted down the ramp to sniff around and mark my territory outside.


I wondered where Lacey was. I did not understand how I could be so certain we would be together always and then see her pulled away from me by a little black-haired girl.


Gradually I came to understand that while I lived with everyone in the family, I had a special responsibility to Burke. It was Burke who fed me, setting my food bowl on a shelf he could reach from his chair and I could access by climbing up on a wooden box. I slept on Burke’s bed in a small downstairs room—Grandma had a bigger room downstairs, and Grant and Chase Dad had beds in rooms upstairs.


It was Burke who taught me to respond to commands. “Come. Sit. Stay. Lie down.”


Stay was the hardest.


Everyone in the family loved me and played with me, of course, but I had a sure sense that Burke needed me. He cared enough to teach me things. And being needed felt more important than anything, engendering a bond between us as strong as the attachment I felt to Lacey. Sometimes I would gaze at him in sheer wonder that I had my own boy. I loved everyone in the family, but within a very short time it was Burke who centered my world, Burke who was my purpose.


Where we lived was called the “farm.” There was a barn and a fenced-in area where an old goat named Judy chewed distractedly on grass but never threw up. I sometimes approached the fence, and Judy the old goat and I would stare at each other. I marked the fence, but the goat didn’t show me the courtesy of sniffing the area. I wasn’t sure what an old goat was good for. Grandma spent a lot of time speaking to her, but goats can’t talk any better than dogs. Judy was not invited into the house, so I decided I was the favorite. I was allowed to run around on the farm, but my sense of obligation to my boy kept me from going much past a large pond with worthless ducks swimming around in it. I just needed to know where he was at all times.


Come, Sit, Stay, Lie Down. I had work and it made me happy.


I also had a box of toys. Whenever I felt the mood growing stagnant, I would plunge my face into the open box and pull out a ball or some other object—most of them were rubber because the cloth ones I shredded and ate. The only item I didn’t care for in my toy box was something Grant gave me: “It’s a nylon bone for him to chew; it’s good for his teeth,” Grant advised Burke. He would thrust this odorless, tasteless, hard “nylon bone” at me. “Get the bone! Want the bone?” Grant would shake it and I would pretend interest because I felt sorry for him.


After a time, I didn’t need the wooden box in order to reach the food bowl. “You’re a big dog now, Cooper,” Burke declared. I decided “big dog” was the same as “good dog.”


Or, maybe not, because around the same time my boy started saying “big dog” he began speaking with the obvious intent that I was to do something in response—something harder than Sit or even Stay. “Let’s do some training, Cooper,” Burke announced every day, and I would know it was time for me to pay attention to what was always a bewildering set of spoken commands.


There was a loop of rope on the door of what I learned was a “refrigerator.” Burke shook it. “Open” he said. He kept shaking it until I just had to have it in my mouth. Growling playfully, I backed up, the door swinging on its hinges and wonderful food odors ghosting out on cold currents. Burke gave me a treat! Open meant “tug the rope and get a treat.”


Leave It was very confusing because it started with a treat, this one under a heavy glove on the couch. I recognized that glove from when Grant and Burke would throw a ball to each other in the yard—a game I loved because when one of the boys missed I would leap on it and then it was my ball.


Burke held a chicken treat under the glove and just sat there, even though we both knew where the chicken was! Finally deciding I needed to take the initiative, I went to move the glove away. “Leave It!” he snapped at me. I was utterly baffled. What did that mean? I stared at the glove, drooling, and went for it again. “Leave It! No! Leave It!”


No? What did he think a chicken treat was for? “Leave It!” he commanded again, this time handing me a different treat, a liver-flavored one. I preferred chicken, but with this madness going on I decided liver was the best I was going to be able to do.


After several repetitions of “Leave It!” I decided to wait him out, and he gave me more liver. It made absolutely no sense, but as long as it ended in a treat it was fine with me. I learned to cheat by turning away from the glove as soon as he said “Leave It.” Treat! Then the morsel was under the glove on the floor and Burke was no longer holding it. I calculated I could move the glove and gobble the chicken easily enough, but when he said “Leave It” I almost couldn’t help myself, turning away from the glove automatically.


Treat!


Eventually I decided that whenever my boy said “Leave It” I should ignore whatever had my attention and focus on his hand, which was a much more reliable source of treats.


Those delicious morsels were not the best part, though—it was the affection pouring from Burke as he said, “Good dog, Cooper.” I would do anything for him. Burke loved me and I loved Burke.


Pull was easy—I marched steadily forward with a rope on my harness that looped back to the chair. But Pull had variations that took me many days and many treats to learn.


“Watch this,” Burke said to Grant. “Okay, Cooper, Pull Right!” That meant tug in one direction. “Pull Left!” That meant tug the other way. This was hard work for a dog, but Burke’s praise plus Burke’s chicken made it all worthwhile.


“What’s that for?” Grant asked.


“Like if I am having trouble in the snow. Cooper can pull me.”


“You’re not going to try to go out in the snow. That’s stupid,” Grant replied.


“Not deep snow, but you know, even if it’s shoveled, sometimes it’s tough to get traction.”


“What else have you taught him?”


“Okay, this is the best one.” Grunting, Burke lifted himself out of his chair, sliding onto the couch and then, his arms out, rolling onto the floor. I watched tensely as he crawled with his arms into the middle of the room. “Okay! Cooper? Steady!”


I went immediately to my boy’s side. He reached up and seized my harness with both hands. “Assist!”


He gripped me with one hand and helped push himself with the other as I slowly dragged him across the floor to his chair. “Steady,” Burke commanded again. I held completely still, taking his weight as he scrambled into his seat. “See? Cooper can get me back into the wheelchair.”


“Cool! Do it again!” Grant said.


Though I had just managed to get him into the chair, Burke fell out of it a second time. I did not understand what had changed for him, lately, because it seemed like he could barely manage to stay in the thing now that we had learned Assist.


This time, when Burke called me to him, Grant stepped over to the chair and dragged it into the kitchen, which was all the way across the room.


“Why’d you do that?” Burke demanded.


Grant laughed.


“Come on, Grant. Bring it back.”


“Let’s see if Cooper can figure it out. Like Dad always says, an easy challenge is no challenge at all.”


“So you’re saying this is somehow good for me.”


“Or maybe good for the dog.”


Burke was quiet for a moment. “Okay, Cooper. Assist.”


I did not know what to do. How could I do Assist when the chair wasn’t there?


Burke pulled on my harness until I was facing the kitchen. “Assist, Cooper.”


I took a tentative step forward. “Yes!” Burke praised. “Good dog!”


Did he want me to drag him into the kitchen? This was a different Assist than we’d been doing, feeling more like Pull Left. But I remembered how “Leave It” went from “don’t try to eat what’s under the glove” to “ignore what’s on the floor even if it smells delicious.” Perhaps “training” meant everything in my life would keep changing.


I started moving steadily toward the kitchen. “Yes! See? He figured it out!”


Grant waited in the kitchen with his arms folded. Burke was panting a little by the time we got there. “Good dog, Cooper!”


Treat!


Grant picked up Burke’s chair. “How about this?” He carried the chair into the living room and up the stairs. “Can he get you up here?” Grant called down with a taunting laugh.


Burke just lay on the floor. He seemed sad. I nudged him with my nose, not understanding.


“Okay, Cooper,” he whispered finally. Something like anger was pushing the sad out of him. “Let’s do it.”
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Burke seized my harness and steered me around so that I was facing the living room. I thought I knew what was coming: when he said “Assist,” I headed toward the couch, figuring that’s where he wanted to go. Then he surprised me, twisting me again. “Assist!”


The stairs? I dragged him that far and stopped, bewildered. Grant was grinning from up at the top. Burke put one hand on the first step and his other hand gripped my harness.


“Assist!”


I took a faltering step upward. Burke shoved himself with his free hand, grunting. “Assist!” he commanded when I stopped. This seemed wrong; Burke’s weight was dragging me back. Why didn’t Grant come down to help? “Let’s go, Cooper.”


I took another stair, then another. We developed a rhythm, moving more fluidly. Burke was breathing deeply. “Yes!” he whispered. “We’re doing it, Cooper!”


Grant had stopped grinning and had his arms folded again.


I smelled Dad but was focused on making it to the top. I did not know what would happen when we got there but hoped it would involve chicken.


“What’s going on here?” Dad asked behind us.


Both Burke and Grant went silent and tense the moment their father spoke. I didn’t wag so the boys would know that even though I didn’t understand, I was taking whatever was happening very seriously.


“You want to tell him, Grant?” Burke asked pleasantly.


Grant swallowed.


“I asked a question,” Chase Dad said. “What are you two doing?”


Burke was smiling at his brother. “I’m showing Grant how Cooper is helping me up the stairs.”


I heard my name, so I figured it was okay to wag now.


“Oh.” Chase Dad rubbed his face. “Okay, can he help you down?”


“Probably. We haven’t practiced that one yet,” Burke replied.


“Let me know if you need me to come get you,” Chase Dad advised. “Wet start to the summer, need the rain.” He turned toward the kitchen.


Grant blew out a breath.


Burke shook his head. “You couldn’t have looked more guilty if you had a smoking pistol in your hands. Why, do you think Dad would be angry if he knew you were torturing your brother?”


“Torturing,” Grant scoffed. “Anybody can crawl up the stairs using just their arms, plus you had a dog.”


“Try it.”


“You don’t think I can do it?”


“Nope,” Burke declared.


“Okay. Watch this.”


Grant folded Burke’s chair and clumped down the steps, snapping it back open and placing it at the bottom. Then he got on his hands and knees. I tensed—did he need Assist?


“No, you’re using your knees,” Burke objected.


“Am not.”


“Drag your legs.”


“I know!”


“Okay, that’s just one step and you used your legs.”


“This is stupid.”


“So you admit you can’t do it.”


“You know what?” Grant stood, jumped down past the bottom step, and savagely kicked the chair. It fell over with a crash.


“Hey!” Chase Dad yelled from the kitchen. He strode out, his shoes making angry-sounding impacts on the floor. “What do you think you’re doing?”


Grant stared stonily at the floor.


“Grant? What do you have to say for yourself?”


“I hate this stupid wheelchair!” he shouted.


Dad stared at him.


“Really?” Burke countered quietly from his perch next to me. “Because I love the thing.”


“We don’t abuse equipment around here, Grant. Understood?”


Grant wiped his eyes. I could smell his salty tears. Without another word he bolted for the front door.


Chase Dad’s mouth opened. “Grant!”


Burke cleared his throat. “Dad?”


Chase Dad had taken two steps to follow Grant, but now he paused, looking up at us.


“Would you carry me down, please?”


Chase Dad glanced back in the direction Grant had run.


“Let it go, Dad,” Burke whispered softly.


Chase Dad lifted Burke and put him in the rolling chair, even though I was right there and could have done Assist.


After several days we were outside playing a game of Get It. Burke scattered a few items—a shoe, a ball, a stick, a sock—and then told me to “Get It!” I had never heard the word before and, though I felt I probably was being asked to do something in the name of “training,” I didn’t really feel much like trying to figure things out that day. Instead, I pounced on the stick and gave it a good shaking.


“Leave It,” Burke commanded.


I stared at him in disbelief. Leave It a stick?


“Leave It,” he repeated.


So I dropped the stick. He pointed at the ball. “Get It!” I picked up the stick. “Leave It!”


I decided to lift my leg on a flower and hope Burke would Leave It this new game of Get It.


“Get the ball! Get It!”


The day was warm, the grasses so intoxicatingly fragrant I wanted to roll on my back and then probably nap, but Burke apparently did not want to celebrate with a fun stick. I went over to him and licked his fingers to let him know I still loved him despite his crazy behavior.


Chase Dad came walking up. “How is this going?”


Chase Dad smelled like mud—apparently he knew how to have fun on a day like this!


Burke sighed, a sad sound, and I went to him and did Sit attentively to cheer him up. “Not well. I think maybe I need to start by throwing things and pointing at them so he learns to follow my finger.”


“Nothing worth doing comes easy, Burke. You’re doing great with that animal. You’re a natural. But even a natural needs practice.”


“Like you and your guitar?” Burke probed shrewdly.


Chase Dad laughed. “People did say I was a natural. After twenty-five years of practice, I’m still only about as good as when I picked up the darn thing the first time.”


“But you never practice.”


“No, you’re wrong. I do when you and Grant are not here. I go out to the barn so as not to deafen your grandma.”


“How come you never play so we can hear you, Dad? Why can’t we ever come listen when you’re with your band?”


“The bar is only for adults over twenty-one, son.”


We all looked up as, down on the road, a long line of cars came trundling up, each almost on top of the other—huge, gleaming machines.


I had learned some things. Cars had more seats inside for people. Trucks often had fewer seats but more room for other things, like the loads of plants Chase Dad often drove with. Vans carried stacks of cages and were loaded with animal scents. Then there was the slow truck—a loud, rattling vehicle with a single seat perched high above the wheels. But these things on the road were very strange, enormous and nearly silent, following each other in tight, single-file formation.


I barked to let them know that whatever they were I had my eye on them and I was a dog.


“That’s right, Coop.” Chase Dad stooped and petted my head. “Those are the enemy.”


“Grandma calls them the future,” Burke replied.


“Yeah, well,” Chase Dad stood and swatted at his pants. “Hopefully not our future. Drone harvester-combines. Robo-farmers. You used to see twenty, thirty workers out on a day like this for every asparagus field; now there’s not a single person, just these things. Same with potatoes, same with everything.”
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