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Prologue


Michael “Bud” Butters turned up the stereo because it was playing one of his favorite country western songs—Zac Nelson singing “Life is Wonderful.” Bud indulged himself in a high warbling singalong that would have offended the musical tastes of just about anybody. Life is wonderful. That, Bud thought, summed everything up pretty well.


Life was wonderful. Sixty-two years old with a somewhat—okay, very—checkered past, he was closing in on a full year of driving a Freightliner tanker truck, 231-inch wheelbase, 350 HP Cummins engine, 4,500-gallon capacity. Bud Butters, driving a truck! For a long time he hadn’t even possessed a driver’s license, and now look at him. A professional, that’s what he was.


With a regular job, he was making steady progress on his credit card bills, though giving up working a ranch to sit behind a steering wheel had supplied him with an uncomfortable tightness to his fifty-four-inch waistband. That’s how he registered it: his stomach was the same, it was his pants that were changing.


His route today took him north along Wyoming Highway 26, up to Moran, where he would turn on 191 toward Jackson, eventually continuing south to his home in Rock Springs—some of the most beautiful mountain scenery in the world. People running gas stations were always glad to see him because he was their lifeblood. Once a man of little value to society and himself, he was now an important part of the local economy.


Even better: his son Nate had recently met a gal named Angie, and she was the polar opposite of that poisonous Marna, who had told Nate he was to have nothing to do with Bud ever again. Marna refused to believe Bud had turned it around, that he was sober going on two years, that a man could change. Marna ate at Nate’s soul like acid, turning him against his own father. Which meant Bud was cut off from his grandson, little Ian—Not even Marna’s kid!—and that fact alone almost drove Bud back to the bottle—at least, that’s how it felt, a perfect excuse, What more do you need? Any man would need a drink! But that was just the seductive weakness whispering to him—he was working the program, and it works if you work it. The whisper would always be there, you just had to not engage with it. He went to meetings. He could sit and watch his friends drink until they fell off their barstools and not touch a drop himself, though one by one his buddies had drifted out of his life, ironically made uncomfortable by Bud’s choices.


That was all in the rearview mirror. Life was wonderful. The random drug and alcohol tests at work further helped keep him clean. Nate finally came to his senses and vicious Marna was gone, kicked to the curb, good riddance, and Angie, sweetest thing on the planet, met Nate at church and stole the boy’s heart with pure goodness. Angie herself had personally called Bud to meet at a truck stop down in Lander, saying Nate was too ashamed to pick up the phone. Ian, such a big boy at age ten, ran to his grandpa and that was it, Bud had his family back.


All you had to do was forgive. It was the magic formula. Good people forgave Bud, and Bud forgave everybody.


Well, maybe not Marna.


After completing his stops in Dubois, Bud was taking a little side trip, headed up toward Fish Lake Mountain to visit Ian, Nate, and Angie.


He navigated the half-full tanker up the mountainous curves with care. A fuel tanker can both jackknife and roll over more easily than a traditional trailer. In bad weather, Bud drove almost rigidly with caution, but today was a glorious, windless summer day. The weather was so dry it easily explained why Dubois had once gone by the name of Never Sweat, Wyoming.


Bud had heard all about it one time. Never Sweat. The postal service refused to allow it, insisting on Dubois instead. Faced with a choice between a designation most apt or something forced on it by a government agency, the folks of Never Sweat, with typical cowboy rebellion, accepted the name but not the pronunciation—which was French, for God’s sake. Doo-boyce, locals called it. Doo-Boyce, Wyoming.


The road twisted and rose steeply, but there was little traffic on this life-is-wonderful day.


Bud appreciated having the pavement all to himself. Some yahoo in a pickup, swerving into the wrong lane, had recently put a coworker of his in the hospital. Worse, Bud’s friend’s tank had broken loose and wheeled like a gigantic rolling pin down into some oncoming vehicles. The resulting gasoline spill had shut down all lanes of I-80. Nobody died, thank God.


At the crest the song ended, and Bud stopped singing—if that’s what you could call what he was doing—and punched the player into silence, pulling over. The descent from here into the valley was breathtaking: soaring stone-faced cliffs, a river below, green aspen trees.


Bud’s job was to drive a truck through heaven.


He inhaled and let the clean air whistle out in satisfaction. Little Ian was going to love taking a ride in the big truck with his grandpa. The thought made Bud smile.


From here he could see several fire trucks along a side road below. A stand of dead lodgepole pines climbed steeply up from the river, and the firefighters were conducting a controlled burn to reduce the chance of a disastrous wildfire. Bud didn’t really understand the idea behind the whole operation—burning trees to keep them from burning?—but he could see that the firefighters were being careful, arrayed along the fire line, hoses ready to prevent the flames from jumping the break they had cut with their chainsaws.


From his perspective, there had to be a thousand, two thousand acres of dead pines, and he didn’t see how the firemen could possibly get to them all.


As Bud eased his big truck forward, his mind was on little Ian, and he committed a rare mistake, letting himself automatically shift up. It would be far safer to keep in low gear, speed checked by the engine.


Bud did not notice as his speed increased, because his heart, so full of love, suddenly seized up inside him. The blockage was complete and the attack immediate and fatal. Bud slumped sideways, his vision dark in an instant, his engine whining as the truck traveled faster and faster.


Down below, the firefighters lifted their heads in unison as Bud’s tanker smashed head-on into one of the parked pumper trucks. Then they were running, desperately running, as the tank itself bounded down the steep slope and directly into the controlled burn.


Bud would never know the extent of the disaster his death had unleashed, but almost no one else in the Rocky Mountains would be untouched by it.









   

One


I was enjoying the sort of nap that, as a dog, I had long ago mastered: sprawled out on sparse grasses, my nose filled with the fresh smell of trees, ears barely registering the small noises of birds and other rustlings. Sleeping outside near my boy, Lucas, his scent giving me an overall sense of his presence, is one of the most wonderful things to do on a lazy afternoon after a walk in the mountains. I was drifting on well-being, happy to be alive.


Lucas shared my contentment; I could tell by his relaxed breathing. He was sitting drowsily in the sun with his dog and his Olivia.


So I was startled when all of a sudden, tension jolted him. I instantly popped open my eyes and lifted my head, blinking away the sleep.


“Nobody move,” he urged. I glanced over at him, but then turned my full attention to what I could suddenly smell: a cat, female, a big one, somewhere close, lurking in the bushes. The feral odor was unmistakable.


For a moment I thought it might be a very particular mountain cat, one I knew as well as any animal I had ever met or smelled, but I quickly realized that no, this was a stranger, a new intruder.


She wasn’t moving, so I didn’t spy her at first. Then she shifted slightly, and I saw her. She was stocky and powerful and larger than the cats who lived in the house down the street, almost bigger than any cat I had ever seen. Her head would easily reach my back. She was spotted, with alert ears held high and a rabbit dangling from her mouth. I could smell the rabbit as strongly as the wild cat.


So, no, this wasn’t any animal I knew, though she did bring to mind a mountain cat that was much larger than this one.


The cat and I locked eyes, frozen. Lucas and Olivia were both motionless and tense, but not afraid. “Do you see it?” Lucas asked in the barest of whispers.


Olivia stirred. “I’ve only seen one other bobcat in my whole life. This is so cool!”


Lucas nodded ever so slightly. “It’s beautiful.”


I was still staring at the cat and the cat was still staring at me. It was the type of moment I often share with squirrels, when we’re both immobile, right before one of us bolts and the chase is on.


I wasn’t sure I wanted to chase this particular animal, though.


“I’m going to reach for my phone,” Lucas murmured. “Get some video of this. Bella, no barks.”


I did not understand why my boy would tell me No Barks when I wasn’t barking, or making any noise at all. I noticed his hand creeping ever so slowly, but it was movement enough to remind the big cat that she had other things to do than just stare at two people and their wonderful dog. With motion as quiet as Lucas’s whisper, she turned and was quickly in the bushes and gone, though her powerful smell lingered long after she vanished.


If I were going to give chase, now would be my moment. But I did not want the cat, or her rabbit. I had not yet been fed dinner, and did not want to be off in the woods pursuing wild creatures when it was presented.


“Amazing, that was amazing,” Olivia enthused.


“I’ve never seen one before. Wow,” Lucas agreed. “You know, I used to camp all the time and I never came across anything but elk. But with you we’ve seen bears, that eagle, a mountain lion, and now we can add a bobcat to the list.”


“You’re saying I’m good luck.”


Lucas grinned at her. “I’m saying that now that I’m with you, maybe I notice more of what’s good about life.”


“That’s sweet.”


I wagged.


“Why do you suppose it came so close to our campsite?” Olivia asked. “What does it mean?”


“Mean? What, like a sign, or an omen? A message from the cat gods? I don’t think it needs to mean anything. It was just a wild animal checking us out.”


Olivia shrugged. “It’s just pretty unusual behavior for a felid. Humans are really their only natural enemy.”


“Felid!” Lucas howled. He crawled across the grass to Olivia and pulled her onto her back, laughing at her. “What the heck is a felid?”


Olivia was smiling up at him. “It’s just a name for a wild cat. I was showing off that I know some words that my brainy doctor husband doesn’t know. And it is almost an omen to see a bobcat sneaking up on people instead of the other way around, don’t you think?”


“Maybe it wasn’t stalking us at all; maybe it wanted to get a look at Bella. Our canid.”


I wagged at my name.


“Canid! My husband is so smart.”


“My wife is so smart. So, okay, what else about bobcats?”


“I know they’re territorial, like mountain lions. If a female is in her territory, she’s queen and nobody messes with her. But if she accidentally wanders into another female’s range, it’s open season. She goes from predator to prey. Sort of what would happen if some nurse tried to flirt with handsome Dr. Lucas Ray.”


Lucas laughed. “I still don’t think Felid the Cat was an omen.”


I had the sense that they were talking about the cat and the rabbit, but I didn’t feel motivated to pursue it into the trees. My place now was with my people, my Lucas and Olivia. We lived together in a house with a room to sleep in, a room to eat in, and a room where all the food was kept, called “kitchen.” Sometimes I would lie on the floor of the food room, just to drink in the wonderful smells.


I never know why, but on occasion Lucas packs things into a car he calls “the Jeep” and drives us up into the mountains. On those nights we sleep in a single, soft-sided room Lucas and Olivia would temporarily erect near the vehicle. That’s what we were doing now.


Not long after the wild cat ran off with her kill, Lucas opened some packets and made dinner, an action I found to be a very positive development.


They sat in chairs Olivia unfolded. While I watched attentively for dropped food items, my thoughts returned first to the cat with the rabbit, and then to how her appearance had instantly brought to mind a much larger cat, one with whom I had spent many, many days and nights in these same mountains. Though she grew to be a huge creature, I always thought of her as Big Kitten, because she was a kitten when I met her.


Lucas tossed me a piece of dinner. As I deftly snagged pieces of food out of the air, I realized how the feral odors of the wild cat were more imagined than actually sensed, now that she had faded into the woods with her rabbit. That’s what happens in the mountains—it isn’t that a dog can’t find a particular odor out there, it’s that there are so many other smells competing for the primary position in the nose. I gave up trying to track her—she was long gone. In fact, after a time, I was back to reflecting on Big Kitten, calling up the memory of how she smelled when we curled up for sleep together, the snow coming down on both of us in a soft blanket.


Often when I am sprawled at my boy’s feet at night I will ponder how different my life is now that I am back with people. For a time, I was a dog who hunted and roamed the trails with a giant cat, and didn’t sleep on beds, or get fed dinner twice a day. I was often hungry and afraid, but my companion and I survived. Big Kitten and I were a pack through two winters, relying on each other.


I usually thought about Big Kitten whenever Lucas and Olivia took me up into the mountains, because it was in the mountains where I first encountered her.


When I found Big Kitten she was smaller than the she-cat I had just seen with the rabbit, and she was alone. Her mother had recently died because of something two men had done to her. That’s what I concluded as I sniffed the mother cat’s lifeless body sprawled in the dirt, because there had been a loud banging noise and the two men were running toward me, shouting excitedly to each other. The powerful odor of fresh blood clung to the mother feline’s motionless corpse, and the air still carried the sharp tang of an acrid smoke that was growing stronger as the men thrashed through the woods, headed in my direction. I was tensed and ready to flee when I spotted the baby cat watching me from the bushes.


I decided in that moment that the big kitten hiding in the bushes, though larger than any adult cat I had ever seen before, was the baby of the gigantic cat who lay dead and bloody in the sand.


I needed to protect her from the bad men. I had the sense that whatever they had done to the huge cat to kill it, they would do to the big kitten, and probably to me as well.


Over time, I became Big Kitten’s mother cat. In a way it was a natural role for me, because when I was just a puppy, long before I met Lucas, my mother dog was taken from me by a different set of bad men, and I wound up living under a house with a family of cats. My littermates were kittens, and their mother was my mother.


This lasted a short time, until Lucas took me home, and then I lived with people instead of cats.


I taught Big Kitten how to hunt. She and I went for long, long walks together because I was a lost dog. I had been separated from Lucas, my person, and was making my way home to him. Big Kitten came with me. Along the way, we fed together, and Big Kitten grew until she was much larger than me.


I loved Big Kitten, but I loved being a dog to Lucas even more. So as I did Go Home, Big Kitten remained behind in the wilds, watching me walk away from her, out of the mountains and toward the smells and sounds of a big, open city with cars and many, many people.


As I left Big Kitten and descended toward the streets and buildings and traffic, I couldn’t separate my boy’s smell from the countless human scents on the air, but I could sense him, feel him, and I knew I would be able to find my way home to him.


I never saw Big Kitten again, but it was not hard to imagine, as I drifted off to sleep many nights, that she was right there next to me, keeping me warm, keeping me company: the best animal friend I ever had.


Often when we took car rides in the Jeep, ranging along bouncy mountain roads, I would thrust my nose out into the wind and concentrate on trying to find her, searching for a single whiff of cat to let me know she was still alive. Thus far I had been unsuccessful, but Lucas always found new places for us to stay, and I thought it likely I would one day see my dear friend again.


I looked forward to that.


Lucas and Olivia were eating chunks of meat, but they did not neglect a good dog like me. I was dazzling them with my Sit. That one always works.


After dinner, Lucas and Olivia and I crawled into the small room where we slept when we were on Jeep car rides. This was our second night and, if past behavior was any guide, we would soon be driving back home to sleep on our bed inside our house.


I didn’t mind where I slept, as long as I was with my boy. I fussed to get the soft blankets just right, but eventually settled in between Lucas and Olivia. As I did so, a warmth rose up from within me, because I was with the people who loved me and I loved them. Since the moment I first met Lucas, I knew the two of us belonged together. The reason I never gave up on my long trek back home was because I was his dog. On my travels I met several people who were nice to me and wanted to take care of me, but there was only one Lucas.


As often as I dreamed of Big Kitten, I dreamed of my boy, running with me, or feeding me treats.


Not long after Lucas zipped the door closed, I heard something rustling in the plants outside in the night and raised my head and gave a low warning growl.


“Bella, no barks, okay?” Lucas murmured sleepily.


“Lucas, no snores, okay?” Olivia replied.


Lucas chuckled in the dark. “I’ve read that wives often pretend that their husbands snore, just so the poor guys will feel guilty.”


“I’ve read that when men snore, their wives will dump water on them just to make the poor guys feel wet,” Olivia countered.


Lucas propped himself up on an elbow. “You snore sometimes and I’ve never complained.”


“That’s because your snoring drowns mine completely out.”


“Well, see how lucky you are?”


Olivia laughed. “This thing you do where you pretend to be really dumb is pretty funny.”


“Glad I amuse you.”


“Maybe sometime in the future you could pretend to be smart. Like for my birthday, maybe,” Olivia teased. “Just one day. The rest of the year you can go back to playing dumb.”


They were grinning at each other. Lucas reached over me and touched Olivia’s shoulder, and I wagged because his arm was resting on my back. “Hey.”


“Hey what.”


“I love you, Olivia Ray.”


“I love you, Lucas Ray.”


I heard a rustling sound and growled again.


“Bella, no snores,” Lucas intoned.


“No snores, Bella,” Olivia agreed.


I wondered what they were telling me.


“I have a surprise for you tomorrow,” Lucas remarked after a long moment of silence.


Olivia stirred. I opened my eyes but didn’t otherwise react. “Surprise? What is it?” she demanded.


“Well, clearly, I can’t say—that’s the nature of a surprise. Surely someone has told you that before.”


“Does it rhyme with ‘whirl wecklass’?”


“Go to sleep, Olivia.”


“How about ‘wuby wing’?”


Lucas laughed. “Go to sleep. You’ll find out tomorrow.”









   

Two


The next morning, we left the small room with the soft sides still standing and took a car ride in the Jeep. This meant bumpy roads, the vehicle swaying, and wonderful, wild odors streaming in through the open windows. To me a car ride is a car ride and they are all wonderful, but I did understand that when we were in the Jeep it was for a different, more adventurous experience.


I sat in the back seat while Lucas drove and Olivia was buckled in next to him in the front. They were talking, but I heard no words I recognized. Trying to understand what people are saying is not generally rewarding for a dog. I’ve found it’s much better to stick a head out the open window and watch for animals to bark at. Any dog I see out walking requires that I challenge them. They don’t usually respond, but they will stare at me in amazement as I pass.


Cats don’t pay any attention, but I bark at them as well. I love cats and often try to bark them into a good mood, which never really works. I sometimes bark at squirrels, but I’d rather chase them. Birds I ignore, because who cares about birds during a car ride?


Olivia reached her hand out to touch Lucas on the neck. They smiled at each other. I felt love flowing between the two of them, and I wagged.


Olivia was not living with Lucas when he and I first met. Her scent only gradually came to mingle with his, as if she were an outside cat getting used to living with people a little at a time. My mother cat was like that—she cowered from humans when we all lived under that house, but now there was a woman she trusted and lived with.


I had not seen my mother cat in a long time, but the last time we met, she was happy.


“You know, I would have been fine to cook you a breakfast,” Olivia told Lucas.


He smiled at her, “I know you would. But this restaurant in Frisco has the most amazing cinnamon rolls.”


Olivia laughed at him. “How are cinnamon rolls part of your diet plan?”


He shrugged. “So maybe it’s a cheat day.”


“Maybe?” Olivia snorted. Then she drew back. “Wait a minute. Is that my surprise? Cinnamon rolls?”


“Um . . . ‘minnamon molls’?”


Olivia swatted him playfully on the shoulder.


Lucas grinned at Olivia. “What, are you saying you aren’t surprised? It isn’t better than a ‘wuby wing’?”


“I think maybe I need to explain the nature of a surprise for your wife,” she informed him loftily. “Cinnamon rolls are a surprise for you.”


Lucas shook his head. “No, I already knew about them.”


I did not spot any dogs until we bumped our way down a steep road and entered what I could smell was a town. Then I saw many dogs, a lot of them off their leashes, running and playing. Lucas kept saying, “No barks,” which I took to mean that he didn’t understand the rule about dogs seen from the car. I had to bark.


There are a lot of things people could learn from dogs, but they are usually too busy to pay much attention.


When we stopped and jumped out, I was only slightly disappointed when Lucas snapped the leash onto my collar with an audible click. This town was a place where some dogs could run free and some dogs had to be tethered. Come to think of it, most places are like that.


I was delighted to lead Olivia and Lucas down the sidewalk as the summer sun coaxed wonderful odors from the cement surface. I sat with them at an outside table with a big cloth providing shade overhead.


I patiently waited for bacon to fall to the sidewalk under my feet, knowing that if I stared intently enough at Lucas, he would not be able to resist.


“No begging, Bella,” Lucas warned me.


I wagged because if he was talking to me, bacon must not be far behind.


Moments before it was upon us, I heard a gathering roar coming hard out of the hills. Across the street I saw a dog on a leash jerk its head upright, and knew he sensed it, too. Something big was approaching: a huge, unsettling change. When the howling wind slapped us, Lucas and Olivia both jumped in surprise and a piece of paper Lucas held in his lap went flying. I watched with interest as it danced down the sidewalk, almost worth chasing, except I knew from experience that most paper was tasteless.


“Whoa!” Lucas exclaimed as things rattled and cloth snapped. “Out of nowhere!”


A glass fell over and a sweet liquid ran off the table and onto the cement. I licked at it. Lucas and Olivia jumped to their feet.


“Grab everything!” Olivia urged.


A small piece of bread bounced down and I was on it instantly, crunching in gratitude while my people gathered things from the table. As I chewed, the cloth over our heads jolted and banged and then lifted straight up into the air.


This interested me. I had never seen anything like it, and wondered why Lucas had done it.


“The umbrella!” Olivia cried.


I watched as the big cloth thing, now upside down, smashed into the sidewalk and started to skitter down the street. Lucas turned as if to pursue it, but then stopped. Within moments,  it tumbled and bounced and then vanished around the corner, chased by grit and sand and small bits of paper.


The wind was whistling and shrieking with such intensity that I couldn’t sort out all the smells that were gusting at me. I wagged, though, when a nice woman stepped through a door and out to talk to me. She was the one who had brought Lucas his bacon earlier, so I thought of her as a friend. The door slammed with a forceful bang behind her.


“Do y’all want to come inside?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard.


I heard the question, but not the word “bacon,” so I wasn’t sure if she was addressing me.


Olivia blinked in the swirling dust. “Is it okay? We have Bella.”


I looked up at the sound of my name. The woman smiled, reaching for the plates on the small table. “This is Frisco. Everyone loves dogs and nobody complains,” the woman assured Olivia. “Last November, one of the locals entered his dog in the contest for mayor, and we had to do the election over because the dog won.”


Whatever she was doing sent another small piece of toast skittering across the sidewalk. I strained at my leash, but it remained out of reach.


“Do you want me to go get the umbrella?” Lucas offered.


“It flew down the street and made a right turn on red,” Olivia added.


The woman shook her head. “I have two daughters. Every snow-boarder in town has a crush on ’em. They see my umbrella blowing by, they’ll grab it. Probably there’s a fistfight going on right now to see which one gets to bring it back.”


Another woman came out to help take plates, but I was too preoccupied with staring at the fallen toast to greet her properly. Bacon-bringing-woman wrestled with the other cloth covers that were still standing on poles in the centers of empty tables nearby. Lucas stepped forward to help, lifting them and collapsing them.


“Thanks—just set them there against the building, I’ll send someone to get them,” she advised.


Lucas placed the cloth things, now folded skinny, up against the wall. Then he, Olivia, and I followed the woman into the building.


I was astonished. Were we really going to leave the toast lying on the sidewalk?


Once inside, it was instantly less noisy than out in the wind. The sweet smells all around me were quite intriguing—perhaps something in here would help me get past the tragedy of the lost toast. People were sitting, and talking, and chewing, and much of what they were eating was food a dog would be interested in. I wondered if any of them knew that.


Lucas smiled his thanks as Bacon-bringing-woman led us to a table and the woman carrying plates set them down. “Wow,” Lucas marveled, “huge wind.”


Bacon-bringing-woman nodded. “That’s the Rocky Mountains,” she agreed cheerfully. “One minute, absolutely still. The next, it’s like you have a hurricane. We call it ‘windshield season’ because you have to call the auto glass people every year around this time.”


She left, trailing the faint odor of bacon behind her. Some food remained on my boy’s plate, though, and in response I did Sit with such dedicated rigidity that Lucas eventually took notice. “Hey, are you going to finish your omelet?” he asked Olivia.


“You mean after that surprise ‘minnamon moll’ you’re still hungry?”


“I think Bella might be interested in some of the cheese.”


I cocked my head. Aside from my name, there was a word in there that I both recognized and treasured. Lucas leaned forward and reached his hand out to Olivia’s plate. “Hey, Bella,” he crooned softly. “Would you like a t-i-i-iny piece of cheese?”


T-i-i-iny piece of cheese! I focused on his fingers, nearly trembling, as they descended slowly, the delicious bouquet of cheese pouring from his hand. My nose was twitching and I was licking my lips. Finally, the morsel of deliciousness came all the way down within reach. As gently as I had ever done anything in my life, I took the t-i-i-iny piece of cheese from between his fingers, my mouth exploding with the flavor.


T-i-i-iny piece of cheese was one way that I knew Lucas loved me.


There was no more bacon, though.


It was a very friendly place, with people stopping to coo over me as they passed our table. Most of them offered a hand to sniff and I easily detected sweets and meats. I knew from experience, though, that they wouldn’t be giving me any treats. They weren’t that friendly.


Humans possess the power to conjure up food items of remarkable delicacy, yet they actually spend little time eating. It’s one of the most baffling things about people—they can produce treats at will, yet they seldom think to do so.


After a time, Bacon-bringing-woman came and took away all the plates.


“Hey, let’s go check out that museum,” Lucas suggested.


“Don’t you want to get back to our campsite?”


“We’ll hike,” he agreed, “but I’ve never been in there and neither has Bella.”


“You think dogs are allowed?”


“In a town where dogs run for mayor?”


When we left the restaurant, I immediately swerved to the table beneath which I had last seen my toast, but it was gone.


I loved my boy, but he had taken me inside without regard for the food on the ground, and now some other undeserving creature had snatched up my treat.


I was sure Olivia and Lucas were as devastated over the loss as I was, but we had someplace to go, so I tugged at my leash as we crossed the street. I did not know where we were headed, but I would strongly lead Lucas there nonetheless.


He pushed open a door and we entered an old, musty-smelling, creaky building. Odors wafted toward me, strange and never before encountered. I wagged, not understanding what we were doing, but happy we were doing it.


It turned out to be one of those places where Lucas and Olivia wanted to walk slowly and stop often and talk to each other. So I did a lot of Sit, and I scratched behind my ear, and I yawned, and I wondered if it would be good dog behavior if I flopped down on the floor for a nap.


There were tall boxes made of wood and glass, and Lucas and Olivia kept stopping and staring at them. “That’s so beautiful,” Olivia admired, touching a finger to the glass.


There was something inside the box, but from where I sat, I couldn’t tell what it was.


“Though grey wolves are not officially reestablished in Colorado, there have been a number of sightings that suggest they’ve made their own way into the state from Wyoming and other places where they’ve been reintroduced,” Lucas said. “This specimen was shot and killed outside Monarch in 1939.”


“I love it when you use your NPR voice,” Olivia mocked gently.


Lucas grinned at her. “I just thought it would be easier for you to understand if I read it to you than if you read it to yourself.”


“Well, most of it was completely over my head, of course, but maybe you could mansplain things to me in simpler words,” she teased. “For example, do you know what stuffed animals are stuffed with?”


“Of course,” Lucas replied smugly.


“What?”


“They’re mostly stuffed with . . . stuff.”


Olivia laughed.


We would move forward a little bit, then stop, and then start again, like a male dog marking territory. This is the type of behavior a good dog puts up with.


Finally, Lucas pulled me around the corner of one of the boxes and I stopped absolutely still. The fur on my neck rose as a sensation like a shiver moved along my spine. I stared in disbelief.


There, standing in front of me, eyes glittering and teeth visible in a partial snarl, was my old friend.


Big Kitten.







   

Three


Lucas chuckled. “Bella thinks that cougar is real.”


“If I saw it out of the corner of my eye, I’d probably have a heart attack. I mean, it’s kind of freaky how alive it looks,” Olivia admitted.


I heard my name but did even not glance at Lucas. My attention was focused on the creature in front of me. In every way it looked like Big Kitten, and even smelled a little like Big Kitten. She was posed in a familiar stance, so cat-like and powerful. What often seemed to me a cautious posture in housecats was always, for Big Kitten, a languid, serene confidence. As her hunting companion I never felt threatened by her athletic limbs or great, deadly claws. But now I saw a terrible menace in her posture, aggressively making a stand in a human dwelling.


It was Big Kitten. And yet, as I stared, I realized it wasn’t her at all. This creature stood motionless and did not track my movements with her eyes. An involuntary growl found its way out of my throat as I faced this unnatural apparition. What was this Big Kitten–like thing that was at once her and not her? I did not understand and I felt vulnerable and afraid. Big Kitten seemed unnaturally different, and I wondered if Olivia and Lucas could be in jeopardy.


“It’s okay, Bella,” he whispered to me. “It’s just taxidermy. It’s not real. It can’t hurt us.” Lucas stepped forward and put his hand on the Big Kitten thing, stroking its forehead as if it were a dog. The thing did not react, didn’t lift its head and purr as I knew Big Kitten would if Lucas touched her.


What had happened to her? She was as still as death, but she didn’t smell dead. She didn’t smell alive, either. Mostly, she smelled like this dusty, dry room. My eyes told me this was my friend, but my nose told me nothing at all.


Lucas beckoned to me. “It’s okay, Bella. Come see.”


I knew the word “come.” I took several cautious steps forward, still feeling the tension in my every limb. I was ready to flee or fight, bite or bark.


Neither Lucas nor Olivia seemed at all frightened, though, so I finally approached the frozen cat close enough to thoroughly sniff it up and down its length. Was this really Big Kitten?


Olivia petted the cat-thing on the head as well. “You don’t think about how huge these creatures are until you see something like this.”


“These felids, you mean,” Lucas corrected. Olivia smiled.


I picked up odors of human hands and chemicals and, very faintly, something that had once been alive but now was as stiff as a corpse long dead by the side of the road. I looked up at Lucas and wagged, completely confused. This might have been Big Kitten at one point. If so, something had changed her so absolutely she was now a not-cat, a not-animal. My fur still a ridge along my spine, I growled again.


Lucas bent down and ran a reassuring hand along my back. “It’s okay, Bella, it can’t hurt you. Look; there’s a deer.”


I followed Lucas across the room to where a tall and motionless deer stared without seeing into the room. It smelled much the same as the Big Kitten thing. Next, Lucas led me to what had once been a fox.


We were in a place where animals looked as if they were alive, standing and staring alertly, but they were not.


I did not like this place.


Lucas and Olivia walked very slowly, talking quietly. I followed them because I was a good dog, but I kept my eye on the not-Big-Kitten thing. I could not shake the sense that at any minute, she would break from her frozen posture and come to me and rub the top of her head against me and purr, as she had done so many times when we were traveling together.


During my time with Big Kitten in the mountains, I had missed Lucas so much that, even now, it was unpleasant to recall those days of anxiety and hunger. But now, in this room, it was Big Kitten I missed. I wondered if she ever missed me too; if she’d searched the mountain wilds for her dog, the way I always sniffed for my Big Kitten.


A man on the other side of the room was setting things on a shelf, and I saw him sit down abruptly, as people sometimes will. He put a hand over his face and slumped forward a bit, as if he were getting ready to sleep. Even from this distance, I picked up some unhappiness in him. Something was wrong with the man.


He looked like he needed a good dog, and I trotted over to him, trailing my dropped leash, to see if my presence might make him happier. This is something I’m very good at—providing cheer to sad people.


As I drew right up to him, his face collapsed into a deep frown that didn’t alter as I approached. Everything changed for me in that moment: I recognized the sharp tang of his sweat and the unmistakable odor on his breath.


Alarmed, I sat at his feet and whined, but no one paid attention—not even him. So, I barked.


“Bella,” Olivia called from across the room. “No barks!”


No Barks could not apply here. I was doing as I had been trained. I continued to bark. I was letting everyone know that there was something very wrong with this man.


“Bella,” Lucas asked me as he and Olivia walked over, “why are you barking?”


I now held my boy’s focus, so I took the next step. I put both paws on the man’s knees and barked right in his face. The man did not respond normally to that. He only blinked at me in confusion.


“Sit!” Lucas commanded.


I sensed the alarm in his voice and knew I had done the right thing. I did Sit. Lucas bent forward and put a concerned hand on the man’s shoulder. “Are you all right, sir?”


The man nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. Just got a little winded.”


“Have you ever had a seizure? Do you have any form of epilepsy?”


The man shook his head. “Not that I know of. Seizure?”


Lucas nodded in confirmation. “My mother used to have them on a regular basis. Bella always sensed when one was coming on and would signal, like she did just now. There is a high pitch to her bark that we all learned to recognize. We eventually got her trained and certified as a seizure-detection dog. Her signal’s to put her paws up on a person and bark that high bark. Are you sure you’re okay?”


The man rubbed his chest. “Tell you the truth, I’m having some pretty bad acid reflux lately. I’ve been taking antacids, but they haven’t been helping.”


“Does the heartburn get worse when you exercise?” Lucas asked.


The man nodded. “Sure does. Not that I get much exercise. Been meaning to join a gym.”


“Sir, I am a first-year resident at Denver Medical. I have to say you are presenting like a cardiac patient, and Bella’s signal might mean something’s going on.” Lucas turned to Olivia. “I think it would be a good idea if you called 911,” he observed calmly.


Olivia nodded and walked away briskly, pulling out her phone.


“Bella,” Lucas commanded, “you stay.”


I did Stay, not understanding what we were doing. That same sharp tang was still in the air, more intense than ever. Lucas knelt to peer into the man’s eyes. “I’m going to get my medical kit out of my Jeep. You rest here, all right? I’ll be right back.”


The man nodded. I watched in alarm as Lucas left the room and then left the building. I was on Stay, but none of this made any sense to me. I did not like it when my boy was out of my sight. Olivia was across the room, still talking to her phone. I whined anxiously, trying to tell her: We need to follow Lucas!


Moments later my boy was back. I wagged happily, relieved to see him. I also anticipated a treat because of the perfect Stay I was maintaining. Quickly, though, I picked up on his urgency. His movements were hurried as he set a big bag next to the man’s chair. Lucas rummaged around inside as if looking for dog treats, but when he pulled his hand out, he held nothing except a small packet. My boy ripped it open and pulled out a tiny object, and my nose immediately confirmed that, whatever it was, I wouldn’t want to taste it. Lucas put his hand on the sitting man’s shoulder, and the man glumly raised his head.


“Sir? I want you to chew this aspirin, okay?”


The man was still sad and still emitting the same acute odor. But I knew my training and I wasn’t supposed to be barking now.


I wondered if I was still on Stay. I looked to Olivia for guidance, but she continued holding her phone to her face and did not glance my way.


“Aspirin? Won’t that make my reflux worse?” the man objected. “I was told not to take any aspirin.”


Lucas shook his head. “No, it’s all right. I don’t think this is reflux, sir. Chew it slowly, please.”


The man nodded. “It seems like a lot of bother.” He reached out a hand and Lucas handed him the uninteresting treat. The man popped it in his mouth and began chewing, a dour expression on his face.


I had the sense we were all waiting for something. I glanced back at not-Big-Kitten, feeling almost guilty that, due to these human affairs, I had neglected to check on her. But she had not moved and was still staring vacantly at nothing.


“How do you feel now?” Lucas asked. “Any change?”


The man swallowed and shrugged. “Feeling kind of punky now.”


“Punky?”


The man’s gaze drooped and became as vacant as the not-Big-Kitten’s.


“Sir!” Lucas shouted urgently. The man slumped forward and Lucas reached out and grabbed him under his arms and lowered him to the floor. My boy turned, his face taut with tension. “Olivia!”


Olivia ran across the room, holding her phone. “They’re coming!”


Lucas was lying with the man now, his head on the man’s chest, kind of like how I sleep with Lucas at night.


Olivia stared.


“It’s 1:35 PM and I am starting CPR,” Lucas announced. Olivia put a hand over her mouth and Lucas began pushing on the man’s chest. He was speaking, but not to me. “One, two, three, four . . .”


I decided the command to Stay was no longer operative. I eased over to stand next to Olivia because I was afraid and did not understand. She dropped her hand down and smoothed it over the top of my head and I felt safer.


I glanced in the direction of the door because I heard a loud and familiar noise building in the distance. Sometimes when we are enjoying a car ride, a vehicle will approach us very quickly, making a sound just like this—a high, warbling wail. Moments later, two big trucks pulled up—I could see them out the front windows of the building. The second of the two vehicles was enormous; its wailing cut off abruptly. People jumped down from the truck and opened the door, their footfalls heavy as they charged into the room, carrying boxes. Lucas stood up and backed away from the man on the floor. Two men rapidly snapped open their boxes while a woman knelt and began pressing the sleeping man’s chest, mimicking my boy’s actions.


“He coded at 1:35. I’ve been doing compressions since,” Lucas reported.


Olivia put her phone into her pocket. “That didn’t take them long at all.”


Lucas picked up my leash. “Good you called when you did. Let’s give them room.”


Apparently, we were now going for a walk because we left the place with the man on the floor and the weird not-animals, and stepped out into the sunshine where some men and two women were standing by the big truck and the even bigger truck. I noticed bright lights flashing silently on the roofs.


I started wagging in joy. I pulled on my leash, dragging my boy toward a heavy man with darker skin, a very good friend I had not seen in a long time.


Lucas laughed in surprise. “Mack? What are you doing here?”







   

Four


Mack turned and I registered, not for the first time, how much bigger he was than Lucas. Not taller, just thicker. His face opened up in a wide grin, and even that was bigger.


“Lucas! And my favorite girl, Bella.”


Mack was one of my old, dear friends, but I no longer saw him on a regular basis for reasons only humans might know. I still accompany Lucas to Work every so often. I go to a big room where everyone knows my name. Often the other person in our family, Mom, is there too. Mom will lead me to rooms to see people. Work is where I first met Mack. He was a sad man who needed me.


I am a good dog who provides comfort to the men and women who congregate at Work, sensing when they are sad and need special attention. Mom, too, needs my attention sometimes, and I have also learned to let her know when something is wrong, when her skin suddenly flashes hot with a smell similar to the lying-down man in the room of not-animals.


Mack knelt down to see me.


“You live up here now, Mack?” Olivia asked.


Mack stroked my fur. “Sure do.”


About the time Lucas and Olivia moved to a new house and took me, but didn’t take Mom with us, Mack stopped showing up at Work. His absence was immediately apparent. I noticed the lack of his scent at once, and his odors gradually faded from soft chairs and couches. Humans come and go and dogs have to adjust, but as long as I never had to say goodbye to Lucas, I accepted this as just being part of life.


Mack was still giving me that broad grin. I wagged because he was happy. When I first met him, he had been a sad and quiet man, but over time he seemed to gain strength. I jumped up to lick his face.


“Oh, you pretty girl, Bella,” he praised. He was telling me he loved me; I could feel it in the soft stroking of his hands. “I miss our conversations, Miss Bella.” He held his face in position so that I could lick both cheeks. “Okay, Bella. Okay,” he sputtered as I planted a kiss directly in his mouth, “that’s enough.” He stood up. “Man, it’s good to see you two.”


They all hugged. I wagged.


“I had no idea you had moved to Summit County,” Lucas said.


Mack was still grinning. “It wasn’t long after your wedding. I drove up to Frisco for a weekend and stayed the summer. Got a job cutting down all the trees hit by the pine beetle. Acres and acres of lodgepoles, all of ’em dead and ready to burn. The county realized they needed to be better prepared for forest fires, and some positions opened up with the department.”


Lucas gestured to the two trucks, then to Mack. “It makes me feel good to see you like this, Mack—working for Fire and Rescue, I mean.”


Mack nodded. “I know what you’re saying. Far cry from being inpatient at the VA, isn’t it? Part of me thinks that as much help as I was getting at the hospital, with Bella the amazing super support dog and the twelve steps and Doctor Gans, I really needed to break away, get a change of scenery. I came up here and, well, obviously I’m not a soldier anymore, but fighting fires seemed like the closest civilian thing to it. I applied almost a year ago, but they just put me on as a regular in the past thirty days.”


“Long time to wait for a call back,” Olivia observed.


Mack shrugged. “Well, up to then, I’d been a volunteer in training, so I was working and learning the job. I can’t tell you what it means to me to be doing this, to have a regular job, helping people. Speaking of . . . how’s your mom?”


Lucas nodded. “Better than ever. She’s out of state attending a school for training therapy dogs. She says she wants to do it more than anything.”


“Because of Bella,” Olivia added.


“You’re a good dog, Bella,” Mack said softly.


It was nice to have everyone talking about me. I decided a good Sit was in order and waited patiently for Lucas to notice.


“So, catch me up. You still in medical school?” Mack asked.


Lucas shook his head. “Graduated. Now I’m doing my residency at Denver Medical. And Olivia’s a full-on vet tech. She works for an animal rescue outfit. I thought my schedule was impossible, but as long as there’s one more pet to save, she doesn’t stop.”


“Your schedule is impossible,” Olivia mock-scolded him.


The door to the place with the not-animals opened and the three people trundled out the lying-down man on a rolling bed. He was wearing a plastic cup on his face and a machine on his chest. For a moment, no one spoke. I kept doing Sit.


Olivia pulled her phone out. “Mack, give me your number. We come up here camping all the time. We’ll be in touch.”


“That would be great.”


I watched curiously as the rolling bed was loaded into the big boxy truck that was parked behind the huge truck near us. This was a day of many events that a dog could only observe without comprehending.


Mack and Olivia stood with their phones pointed toward each other.


“Hey, Mack, let me know what winds up happening. To the guy, I mean,” Lucas requested. “It’s the first time I’ve done CPR on anything other than a mannequin.”


“You okay?” Olivia asked him.


Lucas shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, I just went with my training and wasn’t really thinking. But now I just want him to survive.” He gave them a half-smile. “I know what I’m saying sounds a little strange.”


“No problem,” said Mack. “I’ll follow up. And I don’t think it’s strange at all. I think that’s how it goes. The paramedics talk about that sort of thing, how running code blue on somebody makes you feel responsible or something. Well, my ride’s leaving, I’d better go.”


He hugged everybody, especially me. I licked him in the face, loving him, glad that we had finally reconnected and hoping we would see him soon. I sensed, though, that he would not be coming back to sleep with us in the soft-sided room. He would be leaving with his friends. This is what people do—get in vehicles and drive away, sometimes with dogs, sometimes without.
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