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Goodnight, Boy
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All you need is love


Lennon/McCartney







Wake up, Boy.


Wake up.


I’m bored.


Time passes so slowly in here, just you and me.


He’ll let us out soon.





Stop staring at me.


I’m not coming down.


I have nothing for you.


And stop barking. He won’t like it.


Do you want to play?


Here, I’ll throw this stone.


Catch it!


Oh no.


I think it broke your tooth. Look, there’s a shard of white right there on the ground.


I didn’t mean that to happen.


Does it hurt, Boy? I’m sorry.


I’ll come down now.


Move up.


A little more.


Perfect.


Now we’re cosy.


It’s not bad in here, is it?


It’s like a house, and the run is a lawn with no grass.


It’s small, but that’s not a problem.


Not too small.


If I lie flat on my back only my feet are outside.


It’s good when we’re curled together.


Like I’m a dog too.


Two puppies together.


Two happy black puppies.


The doghouse is perfect for us. I’m grateful for that.


And we won’t be here much longer.





Did I tell you how we planned this place?


He drew a picture on a large sheet of squared paper. He said, ‘Each square represents six inches. So,’ he said, ‘the doghouse will be –’


I counted the squares quickly. I didn’t think, I just did.


‘Five foot nine by three foot two,’ I said.


He frowned. I didn’t know why; I was sure that my answer was right.


Then he took an eraser and rubbed out the lines he had drawn. He redrew them.


‘Five foot seven by three foot,’ he said.


Do you remember? His eyes were on me, but he reached down and rubbed your head.


‘We mustn’t spoil the dog,’ he said. He held my eyes with his a moment more. ‘It’s not like he needs a palace! A small space is warmer.’


You wagged your tail like he’d said he loved you. It knocked against the table leg.


Bang-Bang-Bang-Bang


Yes, like that, Boy. You wagged like that.


Melanie came in. Our eye-lock broke.


‘What are you two plotting?’


‘A summer cabin, for the dog,’ he said. ‘Boy can chill out there when your nephews come.’


She sucked in the wind before she answered.


‘I won’t banish Boy to the yard,’ she said, and I knew that banish was not a good thing. ‘They’re fine with dogs. Their allergy’s quite mild. It’s only drool that gives them hives. It’s hardly dangerous.’


She ruffled your head like he had, and you wagged. But we all saw that it beat faster for Melanie.


Ba-Ba-Ba-Ba-Bang


Like you knew she loved you.


She did love you.


She does love you.


Your tail is like clockwork; joy winds you up and it flows like energy through your wags. You love her more than you love him.


Who wouldn’t?


He noticed, but she kept on talking.


‘Besides, Boy would hate it out there all alone,’ she said. ‘Dogs live in packs.’


He sighed, releasing an angry warning gust. ‘It’s not a big deal, Mel. Lots of dogs are kept outside. It’s not like I’m saying to leave him chained out in the front yard. I want to do a nice thing. I’m building Boy a house! So climb down off my back, please, Mel?’


She wasn’t on his back. She was in front of him, looking into his eyes.


The silence that followed was thick and I wished I were behind him, so I couldn’t be seen.


His face changed suddenly, the angry lines all smoothed, and when he spoke his voice was honey.


‘We’ll make it nice for him.’ He tried a smile. ‘Hey, I might join him out there.’


Melanie narrowed her kind eyes, about to strike. My body tensed, ready to run.


‘Upset my dog, I’ll lock you out there myself,’ she said.


He laughed. ‘I wouldn’t dare.’


Then he pretended to shoo her away. ‘Men at work,’ he said. ‘Me and JC are busy.’


‘OK, you two.’ She punched him playfully.


But she was happy because he was planning the doghouse with me. She liked us to spend time together.


The truth is, Boy, I liked it too. Working on this with him, it was


special.





Move over, Boy. My leg is running with ants. I need to stretch and let them escape into the ground.


They’ve gone.


Last night the wind was so strong.


It forced the rain sideways and pushed it through the slats.


In my country we say


leaky house can fool the sun, but not the rain.


I’m glad for our shelf. It gives us a second floor. It’s narrow though. Too narrow for you to lie on. I don’t want you to fall.


I didn’t know why we needed it. He said, ‘There’s no such thing as too many shelves, JC.’


‘But what will Boy put there?’ I asked.


‘No, Boy won’t put things there, cos Boy is a dog,’ he said. ‘But we might want to store his cans of food, or his leash.’


‘There’s space in the pantry for dog food,’ I said. ‘And Melanie keeps his leash by the door. So it doesn’t get lost.’


His face slipped then.


Sometimes I wonder if he’s really two people.


In that instant, it was as if the dad/husband face had never been his at all. Not really.


He drew a breath, and forced it back.


‘You can’t have too much storage,’ he said, as if he had answered my question.


The shelf is useful.


But we didn’t get everything right. The roof is low and kills my back from too much bending.


It’s my fault for being so tall.


We should have measured my height and built the ceiling to brush the top of my hair.


But we didn’t know we’d need to.


We should have put down something soft to lie on.


Your baskets in the house are so comfortable, but out here there’s not even a blanket. Melanie said you have sore joints and need a soft bed.


I think my joints are sore.


Please let me rest my head here. Right near your heart.


So I can hear you living.





 


 


A rug, or a foam mattress, would be good.





 


 


Boy, stop that. If you scratch bites they keep on itching.


I think you have fleas because Melanie hasn’t been here to put the medicine on the back of your neck.


Please let me look.


No, don’t go, I’ve nearly finished.


It’s impossible. Your fur is so thick and black that fleas can hide like children in a forest at night.


Something has bitten me too; look at all these bumps and spots and scabs.


I need the medicine on my neck.


Does it work on people?


Look! There! I saw one jump from your back. It landed on my leg!


Getoffgetoffgetoff!


Boy, where did it go? Find, Boy! Find! Kill!


I think you trod on it.


No! It’s there! It’s jumping away!


It’s gone.


I hope it didn’t leave a crying flea wife and children.


Can fleas cry?


You and me could have been born fleas. I’ve never thought of that. Instead we ended up as a kid and a dog that no one wanted.


Until now.


So, what are the chances?


How lucky are we?





 


 


I really hope Melanie comes back soon.





 


 


What was I saying before? Oh, yes.


How we built the doghouse.


So, after he had drawn the plans, he calculated how much wood and how many metal panels we would need, and together we walked around the backyard deciding where we would build it.


‘This area is good,’ I said. ‘It’s flat.’


In my country I’d helped people build houses, gathering stone and wood that had been shaken loose by the angry ground and thrown into toppling piles. We always chose the flattest ground because it saved us the job of levelling.


There was a lot of ground to choose from.


He considered the place I suggested, then shielded his eyes with his hand and turned around, surveying the whole yard.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Back there.’ He pointed to this area. ‘Behind the big plane trees, so the neighbours can’t see. Those bleeding hearts wouldn’t like the thought of a dog being outside. Even in a nice doghouse with a big run. They would think it’s cruel.’ He laughed at this, as if it were a joke, but it wasn’t funny.


You can see the run from the house, Boy. But only from the first floor.


Have you ever been up there? You’re not allowed upstairs now. But did he let you when you first came?


Last night I went outside and I saw him stand at the boy’s window, just watching us.


I felt as if ice were in my blood. I crept back into the dark with you.


You warmed me again so I could sleep.


I’m sorry I helped him build the doghouse.


I never wanted you to live out here, but you would have done the same. If he threw a stick into the mouth of a volcano shouting Fetch!


you would try to bring it back for him.


Please don’t look at me like that, your head all heavy on one side. I know you would have. You want to please him.


Usually.


He’d decided about the doghouse, and I didn’t like the thought of you locked out here, but I knew that Melanie wouldn’t allow it for long.


Just when the nephews came.


And that wouldn’t have been so bad, would it?


I couldn’t have known that he would bring you outside when she left. The very same day.


That’s why I’m sorry.


I helped him. We went to the hardware store and picked out the wood and thick metal fencing for the run. He didn’t want the cheap stuff, like chicken wire. He said he wanted hardened metal that can’t be cut, and weatherproofed so it won’t rust.


‘This fencing will last forever. My dad used it all around our land. You can’t even climb it.’ He laughed. ‘It wasn’t to keep intruders out. It was to keep us kids in. We were animals.’


When I didn’t laugh too, his face changed back.


He paid and then we took everything out to the car and he strapped it to the roof. But he was worried that it would slide off onto the road, so he went back inside and bought more straps. So many straps we could have carried a whole tree.


He drove slowly, shouting at anyone that was impatient with his crawling turtle speed, and laughing as his anger blew dust in their faces.


When we arrived Melanie was out.


‘Let’s start before she gets back,’ he said. ‘She’ll be pleased when she sees how we made Boy a palace.’


I didn’t move. Something didn’t seem right.


‘Don’t stand there looking dumb, JC,’ he said. ‘I can’t do everything by myself.’


So I helped him carry the fencing through the backyard, past the patio and those trees, and all the way beyond the pond. We laid it there, by that thick bush.


You were in the house barking, so I opened the back door and you ran down to us, wagging and smiling like you hadn’t seen us for weeks.


He patted you on the head and he said, ‘This cost a fortune, dog. I hope you appreciate how much we’re spending on you.’


You bounced around and wagged your tail.


Sometimes it would be nice to be you.


But even stuck out here we’re lucky, Boy, and we shouldn’t forget that.


When we complained about the food or the rules at the orphanage they would tell us that we had much to be grateful for. Once they made us think of all the good things we had like full stomachs and clothes and often a bed to sleep in.


We should try it too. I know we’re hungry, and my clothes are dirty, and we don’t have a bed, but we’re still lucky.


It’s your turn first.


You’re sniffing the air.


You’re right!


One: The fresh air. It really helps. You smell worse than garbage that’s been left in the sun.


My turn.


Two: I’m here with my best friend.


You now.


No?


I’ll have another turn.


Three: The doghouse is at the end of the backyard so he can’t see what we do here.


Any more?


Oh, wait, I have another one.


Four: It’s spring, not winter. So it’s hardly cold at all.





 


 


Just sometimes, Boy, I forget that you’re a dog, and then I see your tongue hanging out like a lost piece of ham, or you lick your butt or eat your sick.


Do you remember when we met? It was the day I first looked inside Jake’s room.


‘So…’ Melanie said when we heard his car coming into the driveway. ‘Are you ready for your surprise?’


I was anxious, so I pretended I hadn’t understood.


‘Come on, let’s go out and meet them.’


You know my first thought? I was worried that they had adopted another child. A brother or a sister for me. Please, not a sister, I thought. I really didn’t like girls. Their whispers and glances frightened me.


‘Come on!’ She was standing at the front door, and she looked so happy that I couldn’t say no.


He had popped the trunk, and I wondered why they would make a girl sit in the place made for luggage.


‘Ta-da!’ said Melanie. ‘Meet Boy.’ She smiled and laughed as a black hairy nightmare with yellowed teeth like the devil jumped out at me.


I’m sorry, but that was you, Boy.


I was so scared that my legs stiffened and kept me from running. But you approached and then rubbed your nose all over me, trying to push it into my private parts.


He laughed. ‘I suppose we should’ve checked that the kid wasn’t scared of dogs.’ He thought it was funny that I was afraid. Maybe it was.


Melanie pushed you away and put her arm around me. ‘Boy, give him some space,’ she told you.


Then, to me, she said, ‘Just offer your hand, like this.’


She showed me how. I held my palm out, shaking. You stopped trying to sniff my crotch and began to lick my hand, and your tail beat faster, almost looping in a circle.


‘Helicopter tail means he likes you!’ she said. ‘I knew he would. He loves children, and he’s missed –’ She paused and her smile flickered. ‘He’s missed having young people around, haven’t you, Boy?’


I thought then that maybe you did like me, but I wasn’t sure that I liked you.


‘Why do you have a dog?’ It was probably the first question I had asked since I arrived.


He frowned. ‘Well…’ he said, then stopped, as if he didn’t know the answer, or didn’t want to say.


‘Is it a guard dog?’ I asked, because you were too big to be a lapdog.


‘No,’ Melanie laughed. ‘Boy would be a terrible guard dog. He’s a member of the family. Our family.’ She stroked your head, then touched my hair, and she said, ‘Your family too.’





 


 


Boy!


Families don’t sleep all the time, please wake up.


Wake up and hear the rest of the story.


It’s about you.


If you can’t open your eyes I’ll lift the flap of your ear and speak it directly inside. Then you’ll hear it in your dreams.


What was I saying?


Oh, yes. Now that we’re such good friends it doesn’t seem strange, but back then I couldn’t believe how they treated you. You had three meals a day, just like us, though you had yours in a bowl on the floor.


You had special dog food, not scraps from our plates, and little pellets that looked like chocolate.


But didn’t taste like chocolate.


And you had two soft beds to curl up in. One in the kitchen and one at the foot of the stairs.


‘You spoil that dog,’ he said. But she just laughed.


‘I spoil you all,’ she replied, and she kissed him on the lips. ‘Besides, Boy hates being alone.’


It was true. You followed her everywhere, even sitting outside the bathroom when she was inside.


Gradually you began to follow me too. And then instead. Melanie noticed, but she wasn’t angry. ‘He’s been my shadow for so long now, I’m glad to have someone to share him with. It’s quite a responsibility being the whole world to a dog.’


Did you ever follow him, Boy?


Melanie told me that you were nervous of men when you came to live with them. You had been treated badly before. They think that you were used for fighting because of the state of your ears; they’re ripped and scarred from another dog’s teeth.


She told me that when you heard men raise their voices you became upset and aggressive. She said that fortunately this isn’t the sort of family where people fight and shout.


That’s why you’re happy here.





 


 


You’re my first dog friend, Boy.


I’ve had human friends.


I had Oskar. We met at the Sweet Angel Orphanage. We did everything together.


Don’t worry. I didn’t like Oskar more than I like you. I liked him different. Anyway, I didn’t know you back then.


If you’d been there we would have all been friends.


Sometimes I wonder where Oskar is. I should have asked Melanie to look for him too.


But she left so suddenly.


I just realised. Number five: We’re lucky because Melanie has been away for so long that she’s sure to be home soon.





 


 


The backyard is overgrown.


It’s what happens in spring, because all the plants are full of energy and excited after a really long sleep. The grass is waving and dancing and dotted with weeds. No one has mown it since that time when he was angry with me.


How long does it take for grass to grow all the way up to your knees?


That’s how long it’s been since Melanie left.


Remember how the run was green at first? Your claws and pee have killed all the grass. Nothing grows here now, except your shit.


It’s disgusting. But it’s not your fault.


He should take you out for walks.


He shouldn’t leave you in here day and night.


He shouldn’t have put you in here at all.


Boy, let’s make the run nice. Clean it up a little. He’d like that.


Maybe he’ll be so pleased he’ll let us both back into the house.


What d’you think?


Don’t just scratch your chin, give me a wag for a yes.


Was that a yes?


Yes?


You sure?


Gimme a lick too.


And a paw?


Thank you, Boy!


All right then.


First we have to bury all that.


I know what we can use.


It’s not a proper shovel, but I can’t pick your crap up with my hands.


It’s half a hip bone, I think. Melanie gave it to you as a treat before she left. That flat part will do the job.


I know, I know you like to chew on it, but the handle end will still taste fine.


Don’t look at me like that, I’ve seen you eat dried-out cat poop, so I know you’re not fussy.


Come on, let’s begin.


Right, you start on the hole. You know how to dig, don’t you? All dogs know how to dig. Here, give me your paw. Now just scrape it along the ground like that. That’s what digging is.


Ow, don’t nip.


Ow, Boy, ow! That hurt!


Ow! Ow! Ow!


All right, I understand! I understand!


You don’t want to dig.


I can do it all with the bone instead.


Boy, the earth is really hard. Are you sure you can’t help me? I’ve seen you dig holes in flowerbeds before. You were good. You’re strong and your claws are sharp.


Please, it’s fun.


It really is.


No?


Thanks for nothing, dog.


Look, Boy, I’ve broken the surface.


I don’t need you.


I can do it myself.


Hey, keep your nose out! What are you doing? Have you found something?


Oh, it was a worm. You caught a worm.


Stop running around with it, I want to see. Come here!


No! Don’t eat it!


Go away.


Yes, I am angry with you.


Of course I didn’t want to eat it. I just wanted to see. I haven’t seen an American worm before.


Humans don’t eat worms, but you could have offered. I thought we were partners.


What did it taste of?


I’d imagine it’s like spaghetti, but chewier.


Worm breath.


Hair face.


Chipped tooth.


Dumb dog.


Dumb


Dumb


Dumb


dog.


Go right over there, I’m not talking to you anymore. Not in the language of my country anyway. My language is special.


I’m not sharing it with you anymore.


I’m going to speak to you in Get language, like him.


How would you like that?


Get down, dog!


Get out of here!


Get off there!


Get in the house!


Get away from me!


Get outta my sight!


Get lost.


So many gets.


I’m tired. I’m going back inside. You can stay out here. I built this place and I don’t want you inside with me.


Boy! You’re digging!


Thank you! You’re digging the hole so fast it will be big enough really soon.


That’s it! You’re nearly done! You’re –


Oh, you found another worm.


You gave me your worm? You just brought it over carefully in your mouth and dropped it on my lap!


Boy, it’s the best present I’ve ever had.


I’m going to let it go.


There, it’s inching away.


Bye, worm.


Don’t look at me like that. I know you’re hungry but he’ll be back to let us out soon, and I’ll sneak you some extra kibble.


Keep out of the way, I’m gonna sweep all this into the hole.


He’ll be really pleased that we’ve cleaned up.


When he lets me out I’ll tell him that you helped and I’m sure he’ll say you can come back into the house too.


Done.


My hands are dirty now, but I don’t want to waste our water.


I’ll rub them on the ground.


We watched a TV programme once where a dog looked after a blind woman. Do you remember? It looked like one of those brown and black police dogs. It did her washing and showed her how to cross the road. It even took money out of the ATM for her shopping.


The presenter said that some dogs can sniff out cancer and save people’s lives.


Maybe digging a hole isn’t as special as saving someone’s life, but it’s still really good.


You’re a talented dog.


You could dig us out of here.


But he wouldn’t like that.


It’s better to wait.


He’ll let us out soon.





 


 


Come closer so that I can lie in the dip on your back. I don’t mind the smell really.


Can you smell yourself? Here, put your paw to your nose. Look, I’m sniffing myself too.


Ha! Don’t fall over, stupid.


It’s hard to sniff your own body, so I’ll tell you what you smell like.


The top of your head is like the inside of old sneakers, but at the edge there’s something gentle and warm like honey.


Your ears are…Oh, Boy, your ears are horrible. Like somewhere rats live.


I’m sorry, but it’s true.


All right, your back is…Mmm…It smells nice, like wood shavings and cream.


Here, give me a paw.


Thanks.


You have very long nails, Boy. But so beautiful.


Let me raise your paw high enough and just position myself underneath so I can smell.


Your paws smell of leather.


Put your head on my belly.


What do I smell like to you?


No licking, just smelling.


To me I smell of


Of outside. Nothing else.


I’m laughing. That’s why my stomach was going up and down.


I was thinking about how I said that the worm was my best present ever and I realised it sounded funny.


It wasn’t my best present. Melanie has bought me a lot of things that were better than a worm. Everything she bought me was better than a worm.


But the worm was the kindest present.


Thank you.





 


 


 


 


It’s dark, Boy. Why hasn’t he come to let us out?





 


 


You’re still awake as well?


I’ve been listening for the phone in case Melanie calls, but we’re too far from the house to hear.


She’ll call soon. She likes to stay in touch.


Do you want a story to help you sleep?


I can’t remember any book stories, but I could tell you real stories about me. Would you like that?


They have a beginning and a middle but no end because I haven’t ended yet.


Do you want to hear?


Wag for yes.


That’s definitely a yes.


All right.





 


 


I was born in Riverbed.


In my country there are many places with that name, where the only thing that flows in the river is dust.


Riverbed is not a place you would choose to be born because, when the sun has sucked the earth dry, it’s hard for people to grow enough to eat, and a little extra to sell.


Most people who live there have dark brown skin and bellies that are always asking for food.


I know because I’ve met enough people born, like me, in Riverbeds.


Riverbed is the name of a village you leave behind, Boy.


But I went away too soon.


Is America the only place you’ve lived? Have you ever been to anywhere so different that even the rain smells strange?


Where I come from people don’t have big houses that look like they’ve had a disagreement with their neighbour. There, homes are built with their shoulders pressing together like they’re holding each other up.


The weather, the plants, the insects, the light, even the dust is not the same there.


I hadn’t understood how different another country could be.


I’m not saying it’s bad, it’s just not the same.


I had a mother and father and brothers and sisters. In my country if a man had only one child people would ask why he hadn’t had more. They would say, ‘If that child dies you will have no one to look after you when you are old. You have to have a spare,’ they would tell him.


There were many spares in my family, and I’m glad of that.


I was seven years old when I left. Some of my memories are as if I’m watching them on an old TV, while others are as real as you are to me now, lying here, warm and hairy and smelling of you.


I know that there were babies, and they must have looked like me, because that’s how it works in families. But, if I try to see them, the faces that come into my mind belong to the little ones I knew much later.


Something I’m certain I remember properly is the floor in my house. It was like the ground out here, with hard-trodden earth. But we had a rug with tassels that I played with, braiding them over each other then combing them out again.


I think I remember my mother too. Not her face, and not her name because I called her Maman. But I remember someone soft and warm, like a comforter, and if I really try, I can nearly remember her smell.


It was on my skin when I was taken to the orphanage.


I would sniff my arms until one day they washed my mother away.


So, you see, when they told me that I was an orphan I didn’t believe them.


How could my mother’s smell have been on me if I didn’t have a mother?
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