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    Prologue


    Prologue


    Lewis snorted loudly as George let the RV rumble to a gradual stop.


    “Too windy?” he asked. “Sorry.”


    George glanced at the GPS system on the dash and scowled. Then he pulled out a map—a real paper and print map—carefully sliced out of a large road atlas and folded into sixths, so it would fit neatly under the visor on the driver’s side. He looked at the first fold, scowled again, then flipped it over.


    He glanced in the rearview mirror. The road behind the RV remained empty. He had time to survey his options. There had been little traffic on Route 6 as he navigated his not-so-large RV through the north central portion of Pennsylvania. He looked at the GPS again. An arrow, which George found annoying, pointed to the left. It also flashed every five seconds.


    “Stupid GPS.”


    George brought the map close to his face. At sixty-eight, his visual acuity was not what it had once been.


    But then . . . nothing is as it was once, he thought, and his scowl was briefly replaced by a more curious expression, an almost smile, but not truly a smile, just a degree or two distant from a smile. When he almost smiled, from a distance, one might think of an aging Jimmy Stewart. Handsome, but unaware of the depth of his own appearance. Someone recently mentioned his cogent look, most of the time, aware, trim, and well-maintained.


    Might be talking about shrubbery . . .


    George looked up and tapped at the compass he had glued to the ceiling of the RV, next to the rearview mirror. Evaluating both the map and the compass, he realized the GPS unit was pointing in the right direction.


    “Rats,” he whispered to himself.


    George had hoped he’d caught the electronic gizmo in a mistake.


    He had not.


    For the past three days, since departing from Massachusetts, he had not once proved the GPS wrong.


    “There is always a first time, isn’t there, Lewis?”


    Lewis, in the passenger seat, did not reply. He had most of his head and right shoulder out the window, leaning heavily to the right side, breathing deeply. It was obvious Lewis had thought he had seen a squirrel in the tree next to the stop sign, but it must have been a leaf quaking in the breeze.


    Lewis, like most dogs, appeared to be fascinated by squirrels. However, if the truth be told, he was more aggravated than fascinated. Scampering and chattering, with their scolding, imperious attitude, a squirrel could simply disappear from a dog in the blink of an eye. And Lewis, like all dogs, found it both perplexing and exasperating. That was the truth of squirrels and dogs. And Lewis was a dog who had great regard for the truth. Everyone who met him soon discovered Lewis was a dog who had a supreme reverence for the truth, and he appeared to tolerate nothing less from those circling his life.


    The large dog wore a sturdy nylon harness attached to the seat belt, and which gave him mobility in the seat, yet would keep him mostly protected in the event of any traffic mishap. Lewis pulled his head back inside and looked over at George, his traveling companion. George tried not to smile at the dog’s naturally wise, avuncular expression. It was clearly apparent Lewis loved traveling—or at least riding in the RV, or perhaps in any sort of vehicle. Obviously, George imagined the dog’s fondest dreams had come true as they began to make their way across America.


    The pair of them, as odd as they were at the moment, were headed toward Towanda, Pennsylvania, and Riverside Acres, an RV park on the south side of the Susquehanna River, just across from Towanda, their planned stop on the third day of their trans-continental journey.


    But Lewis’s journey began just a year prior to this day. And George’s journey started many, many years before—more than a lifetime, it seemed.

  


  
    PART ONE


    PART ONE

  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    Lewis had not been the largest of his litter. St. Bernard puppies are never small, yet Lewis was “smallish.” Lewis’s mother had been on the smaller side of the breed, as well, weighing in at no more than 125 pounds or so.


    Lewis earned the name Lewis because of the Burden family—the family who had adopted him.


    Alex Burden, the singular offspring of Trudy and Lyle Burden, sat on an old, modestly shabby couch in the basement of the breeder’s house, the upholstery covered with a thin veneer of dog hair. A slight boy, of average height, with a shock of brown hair with a mind of its own, Alex also had brown eyes, penetrating brown eyes, making him look older and wiser than his years.


    Alex’s parents remained at the doorway, watching their son watch the puppies. Alex was a deliberate and careful child, observant to a fault. Six yelping, growling, jumping, tussling, happy puppies were among his choices. The Burdens had been promised the first pick. And his parents had declared Alex, and Alex alone, would make this decision, this puppy choice.


    “After all,” they said quietly to each other the night before, “they are all St. Bernard puppies with a good bloodline. Alex can’t make a bad choice.”


    So they agreed.


    Alex had been a child with more than his share of troubles in his first eight years of life. There had been open-heart surgery, almost as a newborn. There had been a repaired heart valve at age three. There was the coarctation—a serious narrowing of the aorta—at age five. Other maladies had plagued his childhood. Surgeries and doctor visits had pocked his first years of existence.


    But for the past three years, his health had improved, and his doctors claimed the most obvious dangers had passed and happily declared Alex to be a normal, healthy child, with no limitations on his activities. Mostly.


    Just be careful. And observant, the doctors said. Once burned, you know . . .


    “Normal kids have dogs,” his father stated. “I had a dog. We have twenty acres of woods behind us. Our house is big. We can handle a big dog. Alex would like a full-sized dog.”


    So the three of them came to Clairvaux Kennels just west of the port of Gloucester. The breeder, Penny McAlister, a kindly woman of scattered attention, hovered behind the Burdens. She swatted at an errant strand of hair. Most of her hair was in strands, and most were errant. A personal style, but it fit her like a cold hand in a warm mitten.


    “I know which one he’ll pick,” she whispered.


    Trudy turned her head, just a bit.


    “Which one?” she whispered back.


    One puppy, the smallish one, the smallest of the litter, not actually called a runt, for no St. Bernard can truly be called a runt, the one who stood at the edge of the enclosure, his front paws at the top of the small solid partition, his eyes showing a fierce determination to scale the wall, to explore what none of his brothers and sisters had yet explored—or wanted to, apparently. The remaining members of his litter had been content to squirrel about in a large furry ball near their sleeping mother.


    “Him,” Penny said with finality. “He will want the one who will try to do all the things he couldn’t do as a small child. He’ll pick it.”


    Penny had been advised of the rudiments of Alex’s extensive medical history.


    Trudy, wearing her most sensible sweater and Danish clogs, did not think he would pick the one at the edge.


    A dog who likes to explore, his mother thought, and it could be dangerous. And Alex knows too much about danger.


    “This one,” Alex said, pointing to the puppy who now had his rear leg almost to the edge of the partition, almost gaining a foothold, then slipping back and falling in a heap, only to scramble to his feet and try climbing the fence one more time.


    Penny arched her eyebrows in celebration as she passed Trudy and retrieved the adventuresome puppy, then placed it in Alex’s arms.


    The puppy did not squeal or squirm or attempt to get away. He seemed most content to stare at Alex, stare hard, as if he were memorizing his face, and sniffing hard, to memorize his scent. Alex stared back. He did not speak. He did not introduce himself or tell the puppy he was a good puppy.


    There was no giggling. There was no whimpering. There was no nipping and no petting—not yet, at least. None of it occurred. The puppy and the boy just absorbed each other, silent, and nearly still.


    After a long serious moment, Alex finally spoke.


    “His name is Lewis,” he said.


    “Lewis?” his mother asked. “Why Lewis? Do you know anyone named Lewis?”


    She had read somewhere, in a newspaper, perhaps, young boys of Alex’s age would often try to name a pet after a friend in school. The experts said it was the equivalent of awarding a high honor.


    “No,” Alex replied. “Other than . . . like in Lewis and Clark. You know, those guys I read about who explored America. Seems like a good name for an explorer. And there’s a Clark in my class. He wouldn’t like it if I named a dog after him.”


    And what do the experts know? his mother thought, smiling.


    This is how Lewis was named Lewis.


    His more unusual abilities showed up later. Much more unusual than simply being adventuresome.


    Lewis expected the truth.


    And often got it.


    Not always, but often.

  


  
    Chapter 2
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    George locked the front door and stepped back. He looked at the house, trying to see it as dispassionately as he could. There were memories inside—some good and, during the last years, not so good.


    And now . . . maybe I’ll be able to get a good night’s sleep . . . away from here . . . and the memories.


    The house had been completely empty for nearly two weeks. George had sold much of the contents in an estate sale, run by a quartet of too-chatty ladies who had bustled about the house for over a month in preparation. What did not sell in the estate sale, and was in good condition and usable, went to a local church charity resale store. What George felt guilty about donating to charity went unceremoniously into a trash bin. Old metal shelving, still serviceable, perhaps, a little dented and rusty—those went to the trash bin. A stack of National Geographic magazines. (George felt more than a little guilty when he threw them into the trash bin.) Box after box of cheap—inexpensive—paperback books George read while waiting. In the span of a year or two, the pages had already turned yellow and brittle. Even the local used bookstore had turned them down. An upholstered sofa that had seen better days. Odds and ends. Broken things. A ten-year-old computer. Two old analog TVs.


    And now the house stood empty and broom-swept and ready to have the next family occupy it and make a life within its walls.


    For George, his time was over.


    It had been three years since Hazel had . . .


    George did not like thinking about the last decade. Life’s final descent, for Hazel, had been a long and arduous and painful path.


    No one should have to spend so much time and energy dying.


    George knew it was coming, her ultimate end, and so had everyone else in their small circle of family and friends. He had waited almost two years before putting the house on the market. It had sold in two months, and for his asking price. He had rented a small apartment in Gloucester and installed the bare minimum of necessities.


    His one major purchase since Hazel died had been a used RV—a recreational vehicle.


    We always wanted to travel. And for the last ten years or so, we couldn’t. So I will go in her stead. Recreation? Maybe. Honoring a promise is more like it. A promise. A plan fulfilled.


    Their one daughter, George’s only daughter, only child, Tess, lived in Phoenix with her husband, Gary. She called once a week, but with her mother gone, his wife gone, they had less to talk about than before.


    She had been enthusiastic about her father’s plans for a trip across country.


    “It will do you good to be busy and meet people.”


    She sounded relieved. No decisions to make regarding his care. If he was able to drive across America, he was more than capable of taking care of himself.


    George walked to his car and did not look back as he drove away.


    “One chapter closed,” he said to himself. “And one chapter begins.”


    He came to the stop sign at the end of Sumner Street, the street where he and Hazel lived for forty-five years. His heart hurt, just for the moment, upon realizing some chapters are more final than others.


    Ain’t it the truth, he thought to himself.


    If he had any idea of how the concept of truth would change his life in a few short months, he gave no indication. He simply nodded to himself, agreeing with his own sage comment, and turning left, he headed to the west side of Gloucester and his new home on the second floor of the far west building in the Gloucester Arms Apartments and Condominiums complex.
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    The newly named Lewis sat quietly in the pet carrier next to Alex in the backseat of the Burden’s SUV. Alex slipped his small fingers through the wire bars in the front of the carrier. Lewis sniffed at them, making sure whose fingers they were, then laid down staring straight ahead. The small blue blanket had once been Alex’s, and it had been kicked to the rear of the crate.


    Lewis did not whimper or whine. The breeder had cautioned them to expect it.


    “They are leaving their families, after all,” she explained. “For some puppies, it can be quite traumatic.”


    Alex knew Lewis would be fine. Lewis was leaving a family, of course, but he was entering into a new family. In truth, he was already in his new family. Perhaps dogs, over the centuries, have learned they are most often destined to be part of a human pack, rather than a canine pack. A human pack would offer more love, Alex thought to himself. And maybe a better place to sleep. And food at regular times.


    Alex had read multiple books about dogs—especially the St. Bernard breed in the weeks prior to this day. He knew all about instinct and tendencies of certain breeds. A St. Bernard was supposed to be noble and unflappable. Alex was not sure what unflappable meant, but he imagined it was a dog who would not get too excited about things it did not understand. Alex felt much the same way. He didn’t understand all the intricacies about his illnesses and conditions, but he had accepted them as his fate. He had seldom cried. He had seldom reacted with panic.


    Alex’s mother turned around in her seat in the front to make sure everything was normal and upright during their forty-five-minute trip home. Each time she looked, she saw Alex, with a beatific smile on his face, and Lewis, lying prone in the carrier, his soon-to-be-massive head resting on his soon-to-be-immense front paws.


    She whispered to her husband, “I think Alex has a new best friend.”


    “We can totally hear you, Mom,” Alex called out. “Sheesh.”


    “See,” she said, whispering again. “He said ‘we.’ ”


    “Mo-o-o-m,” Alex said, in an almost melodic whine of a sort. Lewis, the dog, wasn’t complaining, and as Alex sort of complained, he almost felt guilty for doing so. It was obvious this might have been a first time for Alex, a first time of hearing what he sounded like to others. Lewis, the dog, was the echo chamber, as it were, a recorder and a furry instrument playing-back-at-true-volume. Not simply a dog, but a mirror.


    Alex did not want to be a petulant child—the kind you sometimes see on Nickelodeon shows and cartoons.


    Alex had learned petulant last week in his advanced reading group.


    “Sorry, Mom,” he added. “It’s okay if you whisper.”


    His mother did not respond, but her eyes, wide open in surprise, met her husband’s surprised glance back to her. Alex had been a well-behaved boy, but not one who would often lead with an apology.


    His mother had read not-saying-they-were-sorry behavior was typical of only children. They had no one to shift blame to, and “children are loath to accept it on themselves,” the childhood expert reported.


    When they arrived home, Alex carried Lewis around the house and showed him where every room was. He carried him upstairs to show him his bedroom. Even though St. Bernard puppies are large, Lewis was not quite large enough to master step-climbing—not just yet.


    Lewis appeared to be content with a short visit in each room, sniffing and looking, as Alex explained what each room was. They spent the most time in Alex’s bedroom. Alex’s parents had not yet decided on sleeping arrangements. A large dog crate had been erected in the laundry room on the main floor, with a custom hypoallergenic dog mattress inside. But Alex had made alternative plans and placed his old sleeping bag at the foot of the bed.


    “What if he cries at night, Alex?” his mother asked. “Won’t it keep you up?”


    “He won’t cry, Mom,” Alex replied. “He’s not one of those dogs. He needs to be with me. Or near me.”


    His parents acquiesced to their son’s request. He was not a child who demanded much. And since his medical troubles, his parents were reluctant to say no to simple requests.


    Pick your battles carefully.


    “If it doesn’t work or if the dog cries all night, he’ll have to go to the crate. Okay?”


    “Sure, Mom.”


    During the first week, Lewis never once cried or whined at night. Apparently, Lewis curled up on the old sleeping bag and slept when Alex slept. On the eighth night, well after dark and well past Alex’s bedtime, Alex’s mother heard a loud whine coming from Alex’s room. She hurried to investigate.


    Lewis sat, forlorn, on the floor at the foot of the bed, his head lowered, his eyes staring at the ground, a thin, lonely cry coming from his small throat. At first, Trudy thought he might be in pain. Alex remained asleep and had not stirred.


    Then Lewis looked up at Trudy with those eyes, those wide, imploring, deeper-than-the-ocean eyes.


    And then Trudy realized she had moved the tattered sleeping bag to vacuum in the afternoon and had forgotten to replace it. She had stuffed it into a closet just to get it out of the way. She quickly retrieved the bag and folded it twice, and laid it at the foot of the bed. Lewis obediently stepped out of the way to allow her to place the bag in the precise spot it had been for the past seven days. Lewis waited until it was down and straightened flat. Then he sniffed at it once, climbed on top, circled three times, and laid down, facing the door, his head nestled between his paws. He blinked twice and then closed his eyes.


    Trudy could scarce hold the entirety of the scene in her heart and quietly slipped out of the bedroom, closing the door most of the way, allowing the hall light to provide some illumination to her son and his dog, walking away before her emotions brought a tear or two of happiness.


    * * *


    Up until this point in his life, Alex had not demonstrated much in the way of dedication to a single task. Again, his myriad illnesses had made it difficult for his parents to stay strict, and insisting Alex stay with a task until it was finished. He had tried soccer and claimed he didn’t like it. The following spring, he had tried baseball. Alex enjoyed playing with his teammates but never appeared comfortable, either at bat or attempting to catch a fly ball. He did not repeat in either sport.


    So when Alex spent hour upon hour with Lewis, teaching him to stop and sit and come and walk at heel, both Trudy and Lyle exchanged glances at first, then conversations about how a dog seemed to have changed their son into a better person—or at least a person with more gumption to see things through to their conclusion.


    Alex and Lewis would walk along the sidewalk in front of their house, Alex calling out, “Heel, Lewis. Heel.”


    And Lewis kept up, walking at Alex’s right side, his head just about even with Alex’s right kneecap, not darting off, not chasing an errant bird or leaf, but keeping pace. The truth be told, St. Bernard dogs, even puppies, are not known as “darters.” Their movements are larger and appear to be deliberate, always considered. Small dogs, terriers, poodles, and the like—well, they dart and weave and charge and jump and yelp and chase. Not so with Lewis. There was a certain large, hefty dignity as he walked beside his human companion.


    Lewis accomplished the walk-to-heel training with flying colors. Alex could walk him down the block, cross the street, even encounter a yappy, pocketbook dog on the way, and Lewis would not once break stride. He knew his place was to always remain at the side of Alex.


    Of course, Alex kept a pocketful of small dog biscuits in his right pocket as well—the size made for toy-sized dogs. For Lewis, a single biscuit would be one chew, maybe two, and a swallow. Lewis did love dog biscuits. In order to keep the biscuits coming, Lewis behaved himself and tried to follow every command Alex gave him.


    When Alex smiled and said, “Good boy,” Lewis smiled in return.


    It was obvious even if he did not get a biscuit, he would have been happy.


    But the biscuits helped.


    Lewis knew the truth about learning and following and being true, even as a puppy. Biscuits lubricated the process, but Alex’s smile would be reward enough.

  


  
    Chapter 4
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    George spent weeks upon months after Hazel had . . . well, after Hazel was gone, researching RVs, visiting RV sales lots, checking prices, making long lists of pros and cons. After all, he had trained as an engineer, and engineers are nothing if not methodical and precise.


    Besides being methodical, he was also frugal.


    His wife often teased him about being “cheap,” saying he tossed nickels around like they were manhole covers. George took all of it in a good-natured way. He considered himself thrifty.


    When it came to his wife’s medical needs, however, George had spared no expense. They had gone for second and third opinions. If the doctors suggested it, there would be no treatment beyond their reach. When the time came, he brought in the best hospital bed on the market. He had arranged for nurses to come in frequently and, at the end, for nearly six months, to be there twenty-four hours a day. His being frugal—or cheap—offered George the freedom to spend money when it had been necessary.


    Alone now, George had more than enough. There would be no financial worries or sleepless nights over the thoughts of outliving his resources.


    Running out of money as a possibility simply never entered his thoughts and considerations. It was as if George knew what would happen in the future, of when his end was due. He did not worry, not now, and would not worry into the future.


    After a long period of careful, and sometimes, agonizing consideration of RVs, George pulled the trigger. It felt good to have finally ended his quest.


    He had purchased a three-year-old, nineteen-foot MVP Tahoe, cab-over RV. Easy to drive, comparatively speaking, with good gas mileage, also comparatively speaking of course, with a shower, toilet, small kitchen, couch, TV, A/C, heater, Wi-Fi accessibility, and a full bed over the cab area.


    George said it looked like a truck camper on steroids.


    And he had no plans on being electronically connected during his travels, but the Wi-Fi was not a costly item, and he had no reason to remove the required wiring and whatnot.


    Even as a young man, George was not the most comfortable and intuitive driver, so an easy-to-handle RV had been a critical component of his decision. A month prior to his purchase, he took a bus-type RV for a test drive—a forty-foot monstrosity with multiple beds and with a kitchen bigger than the one he had at home—and being in traffic had terrified George every minute he was behind the massive steering wheel. While he didn’t actually love driving the compact RV, it handled almost like a car—not quite, but almost. George imagined he would eventually get accustomed to the bulk of the new vehicle.


    “The former owner only used this one for three summers,” the RV salesman, “Call-me-Chuck,” had told George as they sat at his small desk at Jerry’s RV Sales Depot to discuss the deal. “It’s a problem with a lot of buyers in the mobile recreational vehicle market. They don’t do their research. They don’t think things out fully.”


    Call-me-Chuck had complimented George on his clipboard with pages and pages of questions and requirements. “You’re a man who knows what he wants, am I right? Am I right?”


    “I’m driving across country. I want something easy to drive, easy to service, big enough to feel comfortable in, since I plan on being on the road for twelve months.”


    George had looked at several compact RVs before settling. A three-year-old model would have lost some of its original value, at least on paper (better for George), while not losing much of its mechanical integrity and longevity.


    “A good choice, my friend,” Call-me-Chuck had stated. “You will be one happy camper with this model.” Then Call-me-Chuck nearly doubled over in laughter. George did not think it was the first time he had used the joke.


    First off, as the new owner, George had his new RV painted. He liked black cars. He had always owned black cars. So he had the RV painted black with just a bit of white pin-striping.


    “I hate all those swoops and flourishes on most RVs,” George told the body shop. “And they all seem to be beige. I don’t like beige. I just want it painted black.”


    There was a truck-and-auto repair shop in Gloucester offering RV “refreshment.” George had the refrigerator replaced, a new mattress installed in the bed area, a new couch, a new gas stove, and a new toilet system.


    “I don’t want anything to break while I’m traveling.”


    The shop’s mechanic poked and prodded, tested and tightened, and declared the motor and transmission to be in almost-new condition.


    When George had brought the RV home, back to his condominium, he’d placed a decal on the back of the unit—a white outline of the continental United States, each state outlined individually. Then, using a white paint pen, he’d filled in the area of Massachusetts, his starting state. He thought it made perfect sense, since it is, by definition, a state he had been in when he started driving his RV.


    An armful of road atlases and travel guides were stacked on the dining room table in George’s small apartment. He had made pages of notes, working on a tentative itinerary, looking for RV parks in the areas and locations he planned to visit.


    I have ten months until I leave. In ten months, I can be totally ready. I want everything settled as well—all the legal matters to be signed, sealed, and delivered. I don’t want my daughter to have to deal with anything unexpected or unpleasant. She won’t know what to do about estates and wills and everything—so I’ll have it all taken care of. It’s the least I can do.


    George, methodical as ever, wanted everything to be as normal and as usual as possible—even if it wasn’t.


    “It is what an engineer does. Plans for every eventuality.”


    George looked out the window to the darkening western sky.


    Even death.
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    Will you be home for dinner tonight, Lyle?” Trudy called out from behind the open refrigerator door. She could hear Lyle rushing about, always in a hurry to leave for work, almost always forgetting something—briefcase, car keys, lunch, wallet, whatever. Today was no exception. Trudy tried to view this hurry-hustle-bustle-lost-and-found-and-agitated as a charming quirk of her husband’s—and not simply a habitual passive-aggressive form of forgetfulness.


    “Probably. Have you seen my wallet? Did Alex move it? Or did Lewis take it out in the backyard and bury it?”


    Lewis also stood by the open refrigerator, patiently waiting for some sort of food to tumble out, food he would gratefully snatch and eat. When he heard his name, he looked up at Trudy. Trudy would have sworn there was a hurt look in his eyes from being falsely accused.


    “It wasn’t you, Lewis,” she whispered to him. “He was just kidding.” Lewis responded by looking relieved.


    “It’s up on the dresser in our bedroom. Where you left it.”


    She heard the fast clumping as her husband ran upstairs and the fast clumping as he hurried back down a moment later. She heard him muttering, “I didn’t put it there.”


    Of course you did, Trudy thought and shook her head.


    “How about chicken tonight?”


    “Sure. Fine. Chicken.”


    She heard the back door open.


    “Have a good day, honey. You too, Lewis.”


    The two of them looked at each other with a knowing look. At least, Trudy imagined Lewis to have a knowing look.


    She found a package of frozen chicken breasts and put it into the refrigerator to start to thaw. She noted the packages of frozen corn and lima beans—Alex loved corn and lima beans. There were potatoes in the pantry closet.


    “Dinner is set, Lewis. One less thing to worry about.”


    She nudged Lewis to back up. Lewis liked the refrigerator, especially when it was open, and didn’t want to back up—not without getting some food out of it—but he did so, a little grudgingly, perhaps.


    Alex had boarded the school bus a few minutes earlier, with Mom and Lewis at the door, Mom waving, Lewis wuffing in farewell. And now with Lyle gone, the big house grew still and quiet.


    Trudy set about making herself toast and coffee for breakfast. She seldom ate before her crew departed. Too often, she would come back to cold toast and tepid coffee after searching for homework or the right color sock or the yellow necktie or the disappearing briefcase or helping a semi-frantic Alex with his unfinished homework from the night before.


    She had learned, over time, it was best to wait a few minutes until after the morning squall had passed over.


    Lewis seemed to like these quiet moments with Trudy as well. He would sit near his food bowls and watch her butter and add jam to the toast, add the cream to the coffee, and then, after she sat down at the table, he would rise and slowly, deliberately, make his way to her side.


    Apparently, Lewis had learned Trudy was a soft touch—especially when Lewis put his deep-set eyes on their I’m-still-hungry setting, his head nearly at table height.


    Lewis shambled over to the table, sniffing in deeply. He was a dog who loved the way food smelled. She could hear him, after she put his breakfast in his bowl: instead of eating it immediately, he would stand there, his nose inches away from the kibbles—inhaling deep breaths, as if he was truly savoring the scent of his first cup of food of the day. Only then would he eat. He was a careful eater, not a dog to wolf down his food like a hungry . . . wolf. He chewed with thought, slowly, enjoying each morsel. She could hear him eating as she prepared Alex’s bagged lunch for school. She would hear him as she made the coffee for her husband. She could hear him as she returned from the front of the house carrying the morning paper.


    And as always, Lewis would watch Trudy as she ate, studying each move with devotion, bordering on passion, watching each bite and each swallow with undisguised envy.


    “Lewis, they say bread isn’t good for dogs,” she explained, perhaps for the fiftieth time. And every time, Lewis would snort in reply, as if to say “they” had no idea of what a dog needs to eat.


    Trudy’s resolve softened by the second slice, and she handed Lewis a corner of the toasted bread, thick with butter, carrying a thin smattering of peach jam as well.


    Lewis, like a surgeon, carefully took the treat and chewed it slowly, enjoying the human tastes.


    After he ate and realized all Trudy had remaining was the warm liquid in the cup—a liquid Lewis wrinkled his nose at—he simply sat back on his haunches and watched Trudy sip and read the papers.


    After a moment, Trudy looked down at Lewis.


    “I can see why Alex loves you, Lewis. You think I’m the most interesting person in the world, don’t you?”


    Lewis wuffed in response, his shoulder moving up and down with the sound. It was not a bark. It was not a whine. It was a ruffling sound, like he was clearing his throat, like he was agreeing with what she had said. When Lewis disagreed—with the food in his bowl, with a piece of broccoli offered to him—he would snort loudly and shake his head. Wuff meant yes, as far as Trudy could tell, and a snort meant no.


    Most of the time.


    “You know, Lewis, I like you a lot, too. You are one easy dog to talk to. I like that in a dog.”


    Wuff.


    “I hear Alex talking to you at night. After you go to bed. I hear him whispering to you.”


    Wuff.


    “I’m glad. You know Alex is an only child. And I worried about him being lonely. Or I did. Since you’re here, not so much.”


    Wuff.


    Trudy took another sip of coffee. She found herself talking to Lewis a lot. And the oddest thing was that Lewis always appeared to listen intently.


    It’s not the oddest thing . . .


    Lewis listened, but the person doing the talking felt compelled . . . compelled might be too strong of a word . . . perhaps felt some manner of instinctual urge or a silent encouragement or a canine version of exhortation . . . to speak the truth.


    A canine who desires honesty.


    “Tell the truth,” Lewis appeared to say, “and all will be well. If not, I will be ever so disappointed.”


    At least it is what Trudy imagined.


    Something about his eyes . . . or his face. Hard to lie to his sweet, sweet face. He would be crushed if I lied to him.


    And Trudy did not lie to Lewis. She often found herself unburdening herself to the noble and steady Lewis.


    I bet Alex feels the same way.


    “Alex was such a shy child, Lewis. I thought it was because he was so sick when he was small. So many operations and hospitals and doctors. I was so afraid for him. Lewis. You couldn’t know. So many scars on such a small little body.”


    Wuff.


    “And the truth is, Lewis, I still worry about Alex. A lot. I worry about every little thing. I worry so much. When he gets a cold or cough, I panic, Lewis. I do. We came so close to losing him when he was a baby. I couldn’t take it if something happened. So, now I worry. Lyle doesn’t seem to worry at all. He says he cares, but he doesn’t worry. So I have to worry for both of us, Lewis. It’s a lot of worrying.”


    Wuff.


    I’m talking to a dog, she thought. Like he understands.


    “I just could not bear to lose him, Lewis. I just couldn’t bear it. I would simply die. And I’m not just saying it. I would cease to want to live. Honestly.”


    Lewis did not speak but stood instead and walked to Trudy and placed his large head in her lap. He had never done it before. And then, moving only his eyes, he looked up into Trudy’s face, and he stared. It was a penetrating stare, a stare seeming to be more X-ray than normal vision.


    And Trudy stared back and stroked his head . . .


    And then the thought just erupted into my thoughts . . . like it came from somewhere else . . . I heard . . . “You have to trust, Trudy.” It’s exactly what I heard. It wasn’t me doing the thinking. It’s not something I would think of—it just isn’t. Trust? It’s not something coming from me. It was from someone else. Or from somewhere else. And then . . . in just the same way—another voice, another thought just entered my head, clear and almost as loud as gunshot, “God knows what He’s doing.”


    Trudy stiffened a little and sat back and looked around the kitchen—as if looking for the source of the voice, the thought from somewhere else.


    There was no one, no one except for her and for Lewis.


    After another long moment, Lewis lifted his head from her lap and leaned back, just a little, and looked hard into her eyes. And just then, Trudy did feel a sense of peace, as if Lewis was telling her everything would be all right—no matter what was about to happen.


    Trudy tried to talk, had trouble finding her voice, and then whispered, “Are you sure, Lewis? Are you sure?”


    Wuff.


    * * *


    At 1:30, Trudy went to the pantry to get the potatoes out for tonight’s dinner.


    “This is funny,” she said to herself, moving boxes around, peering up and down. “I could have sworn there was a bag of potatoes in here.”


    She got down on her hands and knees and looked under the bottom shelf.


    Nothing.


    “Well, looks like we have to go to the store. Want to go for a ride, Lewis?”


    After Trudy uttered the words “go for a . . .” Lewis had taken off like a rocket, albeit a slow rocket gradually gathering momentum, but once going, was simply a blur. He slid on the shiny wooden kitchen floor and shouldered into the back door with a furry thud, smiling, wuffing, practically prancing in a state of preride delirium.


    Lewis loved going for rides.


    No, it was more than love. Lewis was passionate about going for rides. Next to being with Alex, going for a ride was the absolute best, most wondrous, most thrilling thing Lewis could imagine. He literally bounced to the large and well-traveled SUV in the driveway, panting, juggling from paw to paw, looking like a smallish, furry circus elephant trying to do the fox trot.


    She opened the door, and Lewis, agile for his size, launched himself into the front seat.


    Once she got in and buckled, he wuffed, then looked at the closed window.


    “Okay, Lewis.”


    She switched the button, the window rolled down, and Lewis stuck his head out and greeted the outside with a huge St. Bernard grin, his tongue already lolling to one side, his nose wet with anticipation, his nostrils wide and eagerly sucking in as many scents as he could.


    Lewis loved going for rides. Loved, loved, loved.


    Trudy navigated the three miles to the market and pulled into the lot. Lewis looked disappointed. His face showed he considered the three miles as much too brief an excursion. She got out of the vehicle and locked the doors, leaving Lewis’s window open.


    “You won’t let anyone steal you, will you, Lewis?”


    Wuff. Wuff.


    “Protect the car. I’ll only be a potato minute, okay?”


    Wuff.


    Within five minutes, Trudy had returned with a carton of sour cream, chives, bacon bits, and a five-pound bag of Idaho potatoes.


    They all looked so good.


    She could see Lewis’s head. A small crowd—well, two people—stood by the car. Trudy recognized one of them—an acquaintance who lived a few blocks away who Trudy sort of remembered meeting at a charity function.


    Helen? Ellen? Helga?


    “You have a wonderful dog here, Mrs. Burden. Alex brings Lewis by every so often. Such a sweet boy. And such a sweet dog.”


    Trudy tossed the groceries into the backseat.


    “Thank you. He is a good boy. They both are, I guess. I mean, both Alex and Lewis.”


    Helen-Ellen-Helga smiled in response.


    “What I would give for a dog such as this. But Myron here, well, he wouldn’t hear of it, would you?”


    Myron shrugged.


    “We’re retired, Mrs. Burden. A dog this size? Too big for a retired person. Helen is just dreaming. But for Alex, just right. Am I right?”


    “You are indeed, Myron.”


    She waved to them as she backed out, and Lewis wuffed at them twice, a smile on his face.


    “You are just right, Lewis. Just right.”
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    Alex moved slowly across the freshly mown backyard, the rich, salad odor of cut grass near intoxicating, making his each step as soundless as he could, carefully placing his heel and rocking slowly forward.


    His target, his intended victim, was his noble St. Bernard, Lewis. Lewis, at nine months, would keep growing for almost another year, but in height and length, he was within 80 percent of his full potential.


    Lewis was big, but not truly huge. It became apparent he took after his mother, a St. Bernard of almost delicate proportions—as St. Bernards go—as if any 120-pound animal who tries to sit in your lap could be called delicate. And he was a dog who got semi-offended when the owner of said lap took umbrage with a 120-pound toddler climbing on top of his or her thighs. With fur. And nails. And often a severe case of dog breath.


    From his first day with his new family, Lewis appeared to love basking in the sun, which is what he was doing as Alex slowly crept closer.


    Alex had never once truly surprised Lewis. Every time he got close, Lewis would roll over or look up or simply wuff to let Alex know he knew where he was and was aware of his plans.


    But not today, Alex thought. I think he’s asleep.


    Alex took one more small step, then stepped big, almost a jump, and before anyone could blink, he had launched himself into the air, a sort of suburban, dog-attacking, self-taught ninja. His broad smile gave him away—there was not a hint of malice in his expression, just joy and abandon. Midway through Alex’s flight to Lewis, Lewis sniffed once, and in less than a heartbeat, the dog quickly lumbered over to his left side.


    Alex clumped down hard on solid ground, missing Lewis by nearly a foot, and his breath escaped him with a wuff, a wuff to do a dog proud. Lewis shook his head, wuffed back at Alex, and grinned, as if to say no one sneaks up on a St. Bernard—not even when they are napping in the warm sun of a New England afternoon in late summer.


    No one.


    Alex knew he would try again. Just as he knew he would probably never be successful.


    Can’t sneak up on a St. Bernard. Can’t do it.


    Alex rolled to his side and draped his arm around Lewis’s shoulders. Lewis obviously liked being cuddled and leaned back against his young charge, wuffing almost silently, the sounds rolling deep in his throat, as if the sound was just for Alex and no one else, like heavy machinery operating somewhere in the distance, a thick, rolling wuffing sound.


    “Good dog, Lewis,” Alex said.


    And Lewis appeared to agree with Alex and smiled, a saintly smile.


    It was then Alex felt something in his chest.


    It sort of moved . . . or something.


    As a four-peat operation survivor, Alex knew how to self-diagnose, even at his early age. He didn’t need to go on the Internet to type in curious symptoms. He paid close attention to what the doctors had told him. He knew what they looked for when they listened to his heart and his lungs and tapped at his chest. He had scars to remind him.


    But this wasn’t like those. This was more like a hard tickle.


    Lewis looked up and seemed to narrow his eyes at Alex.


    Alex stared back.


    After a long moment of silence between the two, Alex turned his head to the side and looked toward the house and the kitchen windows.


    I know what you want, Lewis. But I can’t tell Mom yet. Tomorrow. Maybe something happened when I hit the ground. Maybe I just hurt a muscle or something. If it still hurts tomorrow, then I’ll tell her.


    Lewis kept staring. His rolled wuffs sounded a bit louder.


    “I know, Lewis. I know. I’ll tell her. Tomorrow, okay?”


    Alex stood up and rubbed his chest.


    “Okay, okay. Tomorrow. Sheesh.”


    And then Alex brushed off his knees and his chest, the grass clippings snowing green, catching the sun like thin, fluttery emeralds.


    Lewis stood as well. His eyes seemed to pierce Alex. And Alex did not look back at Lewis.


    I can wait to tell her until tomorrow. Maybe it’s just a muscle or something. But it feels more like a tickle. It’s all it was. A tickle.


    Lewis caught up with Alex as he walked toward the house. His head was now at Alex’s waist, and he bumped his hip with the side of his head, just to let Alex know he was there and would always be there.


    And it was the truth.


    * * *


    Trudy and Lyle sat in the kitchen, after dinner, after cleaning up, after all the matters of the day were settled, and the house had drawn quiet. Trudy lifted her head and listened. She heard the water running in the upstairs bathroom. Alex often showered at night.


    Then they both heard the now familiar clump-clump-clump—the sound of a large animal making his way down the steps, one step at a time, but two feet at a time, bouncing, as it were, down the carpeted steps.


    It was a hesitant Lewis who descended, as if he might be afraid of tipping over headfirst. Trudy often watched as the dog paid careful attention to the placement of his feet just so and the bounce in his shoulders as he made his way to the main floor.


    Then came the soft scratching of nails on wooden floors.


    Trudy had insisted on rough planking for the main rooms, so even if Lewis managed to scratch the floor, no one would care—or notice.


    Lewis made his way into the kitchen, sniffing, walking slowly. The only food in the room was the two cups of coffee on the table between the upholstered chairs in the alcove of the bay window, overlooking the garden and garage.


    “Sorry, Lewis, no snacks tonight.”


    Lewis remained standing, then stepped to Lyle, stopping when he reached Lyle’s knees. He looked up. He was not smiling. If Lyle had been asked, he would have said Lewis was staring as if he were expecting something—a word, a cookie . . . something.


    Lewis was Alex’s dog first, then Trudy’s, and finally, Lyle’s. Lyle knew and understood the pecking order in Lewis’s life and was fine with it.


    Dogs need an alpha male—and it’s Alex. No need to try and share the position with him.


    But tonight felt different.


    Lewis stood at Lyle’s knees. Lyle put his hand out and stroked the big dog’s head. Lewis tolerated it for a moment but then stepped back. This was uncharacteristic. Lewis never stopped anyone from pet-ting him.


    “It will be all right, Lewis. Don’t worry,” Lyle said as he leaned forward, almost whispering.


    Trudy appeared surprised.


    “What?”


    “I told Lewis not to worry,” Lyle said, now feeling a little foolish for having said it.


    Trudy tilted her head. “Why did you say it?”


    Lyle shrugged. “I don’t know . . . exactly. Lewis looked like he needed a word of encouragement.”


    Trudy stared at the dog. Lewis did not look at her, just stared at Lyle.


    “It will be okay, Lewis. You shouldn’t worry,” Lyle repeated.


    And then, Lewis seemed to nod, retreated a few steps, circled the braided rug by the chairs three times, and lay down, his head facing the staircase in the next room, just visible through the open archway of the living room.


    “How odd,” Trudy said. “Usually Lewis is the one who offers encouragement.”


    “I know,” Lyle replied. “But it’s what he needed.”


    Trudy looked at her husband, not sure if was simply trying to be funny, or if he meant it.


    Lyle watched the dog and watched as his chest expanded and contracted, watched his eyes focused on the stairs, and wondered what in the world Lewis had to be worried about.
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    George closed the door of the small pantry in his refurbished RV. The pantry had rails on each shelf to prevent cans from sliding back and forth as the vehicle navigated sharp corners. George filled the first cabinet with canned stews, single-serving cans of soup, cans of tuna fish and chicken, instant coffee, powdered coffee creamer, a few cans of baked beans, a jar of strawberry jam, and two cans of fruit cocktail.


    He looked over his accumulation of foodstuffs—all designed to remain fresh—or at least edible, probably forever, George thought.


    The cabinet door latched shut with a solid click.


    The evening before his maiden voyage, his first test overnight in his RV, George planned to purchase half-and-half, butter, bread, and orange juice.


    His doctor, “the good doctor Beth” as he called her, said to stay away from fruit juices—“They’re just liquid sugar, George”—but George did not think he could face the morning without at least a small glass of juice, plus three cups of coffee. George never asked the doctor about coffee.


    She never asked me about coffee, either. No sense in worrying her.


    He selected Colonial Mast Campground and RV Park as his destination for the first trip. The campground was due north of Portland, Maine, no more 125 miles distant and most of them were freeway miles.


    He pulled out a road map of Maine from a box marked “Maps” he’d brought with him from the old house. The map was given to him, courtesy of Fred . . . “you now, the Fred who owned Fred’s Esso Station on Manchester Road”—which was now a fourteen-pump gas station and twenty-four-hour mini-mart with sixteen kinds of coffee and an entire wall of soft drinks nestling in a long bank of coolers.


    George had been reminded of it when he bumped into Fred—from the no-longer-existing Esso station—while grocery shopping for his trip. Fred was ensconced in one of those electric shopping carts that stores have for those unable to make a walking circuit around the cavernous store.


    “Hey, George,” Fred called as George slowly made his way down the soup and Hispanic food aisle.


    George looked up and stared, not yet sure of who it was who had called him.


    I don’t know anyone in a wheelchair, do I?


    “It’s me. Fred. From the Esso station. I used to fix your car. You had a 1963 Buick LeSabre. Black, wasn’t it? Had trouble with the transmission.”


    “Hey, Fred, how are you?” George replied. “It was indeed a Buick. A lemon, it was. Nothing but headaches.”


    “Bad for you, good for me,” Fred replied, grinning, then coughing fitfully.


    “Uhh . . . sorry you’re . . . you know . . . being in a wheelchair and all,” George answered, never quite sure of how to handle these interactions. His wife, Hazel . . . well, she always knew what to say and how to make people feel special. George did not have her ability, not at all.


    Should I have said I’m sorry? Hazel would always know what to do.


    George waited.


    I miss her, he thought, then quickly banished the idea from his head.


    Fred hesitated a minute, thinking, then finally grinned. “You mean this,” he said, sweeping his hand in an arc, obviously referring to his motorized shopping cart.


    George shrugged in reply.


    What do I say now?


    “Oh, I ain’t crippled, George. Not me. I’m slow but not crippled. Bad knees, but not so bad. Too many days spent kneeling on cold concrete, changing tires. It was years before we got the hydraulic lift at the station. So, no, I can still walk. Slow, but I can get around.”


    Fred motioned with his finger for George to come closer.


    George did so and leaned forward.


    “Don’t tell anyone here at the store, but I just like driving this thing around the aisles. I lost my license two years ago. Too many accidents, my son said. The police said it, too, along with my insurance agent. So, the only driving I can do now is taking this around the store. I can do about ten laps before the battery runs out. I drive around until the bus from the senior center comes back and takes us home.”
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