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This book was always for my wife.

She has taught me so much,

not the least of which

is the value of a good dog.
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Jake seemed content with the Conner family, but even so, his departure was predictable. Mr. and Mrs. Conner lived on the edge of a growing city where subdivisions turned into tenacre lots and where all too often people discarded beer cans, fast-food debris, and unwanted pets. Jake walked on, scruffy and half starved, with no tags. Mr. Conner found him resting on the back porch as an early February wind piled snow high on the driveway of their modest ranch home. They fed him, cleaned and vaccinated him, and then just waited. They put up “Lost Dog” flyers, but no one called.

A walk-on like Jake has a different status than a pet you purchase. A walk-on can just as easily walk off, the Conners told each other.

The weeks passed and Jake stayed. Mr. and Mrs. Conner did not understand why anyone would dump him. Though the vet had confirmed he was a little bit older, he was one of the more engaging dogs they had known. With an alert personality, he was eager to please, house-trained, well behaved, and could sit, stay, and roll over on command. He was a good companion, keeping close without intruding, and was also curious and a quick learner.

Jake lingered through the summer, gaining weight and confidence in his surroundings, but by early fall, when his strength had fully returned, he seemed restless, like a pioneer yearning for his own territory, and would wander off at night and stay out for days and once for an entire week. He began roaming farther and farther away. The Conners tried fences and ties and even locking him up at night, but there were few bonds strong enough to keep him put for long. When the first frost collected on the still green grass and the moon was full, Jake left the Conner family to fulfill his own calling.

Speculation naturally followed. At the top of Mr. Conner’s list was the assumption that Jake went home, back to wherever he came from. Mrs. Conner suggested that a wily female lured him away. The Conners’ grown children wondered if Jake found a family with children to play with him, as their own children had when they visited their grandparents on weekends.

After the first few days, the Conners were concerned, but not alarmed. He was an important part of the family, but the Conners suspected that Jake operated by his own rules. As the days turned to weeks, and the weeks to months, his disappearance somehow seemed natural and the Conners just accepted his absence. A walk-on can walk off, they reminded themselves.

When they thought of him, they said things like, “He has Jake business to attend to. He’ll come back if and when he is ready.”

By the time winter came, Jake was like a faded old picture in a box of family memories. Occasionally at dinner, they would laugh and tell Jake stories, like the time a neighbor chased him down the middle of their driveway, trying to recover a twenty-pound black trash sack that dangled proudly from his jaws, or the time he chased a rabbit onto the frozen pond and spun around like an Olympic skater. The rabbit stopped and watched, seemingly laughing at Jake. Jake apparently thought it was fun too, for he backed up and did it again, with the same result.

Mrs. Conner would grow quiet as she felt his absence in her heart and then Mr. Conner would say, “Pass the potatoes…I’m sure he’s fine.”

When he left, Jake journeyed west away from the city and the Conners’ home. It felt good to be a full-time roamer. He answered to no one. He had a freedom that few are brave enough to own. He slept beneath the stars, under bridges, in caves, in open fields tucked behind a log, or on the back porch of some generous soul who could tolerate a hobo on the road. He ate food that some might describe as unfit for a dog. He did what he needed to do to stay nourished. To do so, he honed the instincts lost to more modern times. He learned to listen, his sense of smell became more acute, and he noticed slight movements that would have gone undetected during his domestic life.

He hunted like an animal. He waited. He journeyed. He did not know how long it would take or how far he would go. It would be right when he got there. He had given himself over to instinct.

Like geese, salmon, and monarch butterflies, Jake was being pulled to a very particular place.

It was often dangerous. As he moved through less friendly neighborhoods, the residents had a way of making it clear that his kind was not wanted. They barely paid him a glance and were likely to pretend that he did not exist. They thought that showing him a little kindness would encourage him to stay and then they would never be rid of him.

If they were not ignoring him, they sent their hints in more obvious ways. One man threw a rock in his direction as he passed by. A carload of boys saw him walking on the side of the road one evening and they swerved in his direction as if it were funny to see him jump out of the way. Though Jake was unharmed, the message was clear. He needed to move on, keep heading west.

The animal kingdom was not generous toward him either. Dogs barked at him, skunks sprayed him, ticks bit him, and thorny bushes scraped at his sides. Still he kept going, aware that his journey was not yet complete.

These discomforts were minor inconveniences to Jake. He was content and at peace with himself. In the morning when he woke and stretched, his tired muscles felt good, never better. Hardship was the patina of his good life. There is no better state of mind for man or animal than being what you are and doing what you are meant to do. This harmony of existence and purpose is so rare that we forget it exists. Not Jake. Particularly, not today.

After the sun ascended to its midday vantage, Jake rested on a wooded knoll and watched as a young man in bright red tennis shoes wandered along a stream bank, aimlessly skipping rocks across the barely frozen surface of Kill Creek, bluntly named by the local Indians to suggest the abundance of wildlife that lived and died so near its banks.

As he watched the young man, the first thing he felt was a vague feeling of comfort and familiarity. Still, he cautiously waited, sensing that something was not quite right. After the man passed, he ambled down to the creek and drank deeply from the cool water that was yesterday’s rainfall. There were smells that danced along the banks, like wildflowers, sweet hay, ancient oak, wet moss on limestone, and a strange, unfamiliar musky scent he could not place. He tried to separate the scent when he heard the slightest of sounds and spun around to see something, really only a blur, move away from him and into the deeper forest of hickory, walnut, red bud, and oak that flanked the creek.

He moved toward the woods and the scent grew stronger. Within a few moments, he found the tracks and made the connection. They were cat tracks. Enormous cat tracks. This was an engagement he did not want. He would not wait for the man to return. In the distance he could hear car engines, train whistles, dog barks, church bells, and the playful screams of children out for recess.

Jake stopped again and looked for the man in the bright red shoes and then moved toward the town sounds, hoping to find the thing for which he vaguely searched. Whatever it was that pulled him was growing stronger, persistent, and very near.
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I spend more time now looking back than looking ahead, sifting through the years and pausing over the important events of my life. Maybe it’s rare, but aside from the occasional sadness that accompanies us all, there is no litany of disappointments for me. Instead, there is a storehouse of good memories and special times. We all have some defining moments in our lives. Mine was a holiday that seemed perfect.

Of my five children, three boys and one daughter are grown and employed, but none is far away from this old farm we’ve called home for four generations. They come back for the holidays and sometimes for dinners, unsolicited advice, to borrow tools, or to just sit quietly on the porch with their feet propped up on the rail, listening to farm sounds, which lift our spirits even in the worst of times. They grew up here on land my great-great-grandfather purchased from the Blackfoot Indians. Just south of our house, a large stand of irises has spread over an acre of forest ground and hidden the remnants of his settler’s cabin. Our memories on this farm are good.

Mary Ann, my wife, teaches English and debate at the Crossing Trails High School, from which each of the four generations of the McCray family have graduated. The more recent generations were spoiled by a school bus. The older two rode horses nearly eight miles each way and were not shy about recounting the details of their burdensome journey.

Then, there is Todd, my youngest child. By that Christmas he was old enough in years to be on his own, to have a real job like his siblings, but the immaturity that naturally accompanied his disability kept him home with his mother and me.

Todd looked like any other healthy twenty-year-old, but he had his own way of thinking about things. You’d know from watching or even talking with him briefly that something was unusual. Over the years, we tolerated some stares and whispers, but learned to think nothing of it. We loved and accepted everything about our youngest child, born to us later in life, a good ten years after we thought we were finished with diapers. Mary Ann, my wife of nearly forty years, frets over Todd and connects his problems with her late-life pregnancy.

I’ve learned that for every deficit one might see in Todd, there is an ability you don’t see.

Todd always had his hands in his pockets and never seemed certain which direction he was going when he went out the door. His clothes seldom added up to an outfit and his hair, the color of sun-bleached rope, was punctuated with cowlicks and curls. Sometimes he would sit near a herd of sheep for an entire day, just watching. Other days, he would find a river and follow it upstream, searching for the place where the water began. He never found this place, but that did not deter him from trying.

Todd also loved to paint. If I stood him in front of a building, he would paint it. However, there was one problem. His mother was convinced that our son would forget he was on a ladder and fall straight off and hurt himself. He was under strict orders to climb no higher than the third rung, which left many painting projects half finished.

To add to this peculiar feature, our neighbors seemed to enjoy giving Todd their leftover paint. However kind this may have been, it did not result in a harmonious color scheme. Our farm was painted with colors rejected by others, often for good reasons. Once again, we grew accustomed to the staring, and no one laughed harder at it than we did. We always thought of it as primer over which we would someday paint, but, like most eyesores, in time we stopped noticing. We took great pride in telling passers-by that we were the Midwest testing site for the Todd Paint Company.

Unless it was something he felt passionate about, Todd usually wasn’t much of a talker, but he whistled from memory, and off-key, every tune that he ever heard from his friend and constant companion, the radio. I continually pleaded with him to take off the earphones so I could talk to him. He gladly complied, but rarely would he take them off unless he was asked first.

The one thing that defined Todd’s life more than any other was his relationship with animals. He held them, raised them, loved them, and laughed with them. I am outdoors caring for animals all day. When finished, I want to leave the work behind, so I try to keep animals out of my house, but if one could be carted, crated, boxed, or stalled, Todd tried to bring it into the barn or garage and, more times than not, sneak it up to his room. This worked well enough for squirrels, rabbits, and baby birds, but not so well for skunks, snakes, and toads. To make matters worse, Todd’s room was always a mess, which served as an excellent camouflage for a variety of uninvited guests.

As he got older, Todd finally accepted that he would have to set wild animals free. Not to do so was cruel. The only exception was for creatures that were injured or otherwise unable to care for themselves. As a result, every hurt, maimed, and lost animal within five counties somehow made its way directly to our back porch.

There was no money for veterinarians, so Todd became a bit of an animal medicine man. He was not at all shy about using the phone to ask for help. In fact, I often had to work hard to keep him off it.

He was very patient and determined in his rescue missions. And it was rare for anyone to turn Todd down because they were too busy. It wasn’t that they felt sorry for him. He was one of those people who could capture you with his enthusiasm, and before you knew it his urgent need became your urgent need.

He would set out calling Jim Morton, our vet, who in turn would give Todd the number of the U.S. Department of Agriculture or the National Park Service, depending on whether Todd’s latest patient walked, climbed, flew, or slithered. One could amble into the room and find Todd talking to a professor of ornithology at the local university about a broken bird wing. Before long, it seemed like the entire American university system had abandoned world hunger and quantum physics. After all, there was the problem of Todd’s bird that needed immediate attention.

Todd had a way of setting things in motion, and when he did, we dropped everything. I must admit, however, that I did not see this one coming.

One early December afternoon, Todd came running into the barn carrying his radio and frantically trying to scribble down a phone number. He handed me the wrinkled note.

“It’s for a Christmas dog,” he said.

“Slow down, Todd. What are you talking about?”

“The animal shelter wants you to adopt a dog for the Christmas holiday.”

“Todd, they always want you to adopt a dog. That’s what they do. Besides, we don’t need another animal around here, and most definitely not a dog.” We had been a dog-less farm for many years, and I was not ready to change that arrangement. I had my own reasons for not wanting a dog—long-standing ones. It ended poorly with the last several dogs I let into my life and I was dead set against trying it again. I’d spent twenty years saying no to Todd’s brothers and his sister and I saw no reason to change my mind now.

“It’s just for Christmas,” he said in what came as close to an argumentative tone as Todd could muster. “After that, you can take the dog back if you want. They have lots of dogs that don’t have homes.”

I pushed the scrap of paper into the front pocket of my jeans and hoped he would forget about it. But Todd continued with his innocent persistence that wore on you, yet was endearing. “Can I call them?” he pleaded as I tried to walk away.

“Todd, there is no use in calling. We’ve had this discussion before. We are not having a dog on this farm. We already have plenty of animals to care for. We don’t need more. We’ve got work to do now.” He was still looking disappointed. I wanted to give him time to adjust to a situation that he might have a hard time accepting. “Let’s get some chores done and maybe we can talk about it later.”

“It’ll be too late by then. It will be closed and all the dogs will be gone.” His voice quivered. He kicked at the earth with his large feet and hung his head. I knew he was only moments away from tears. Saying no to Todd was never easy.

I took the red handkerchief that I kept in my front overalls pocket and wiped the sweat from my brow. Just like the rest of us, it was sometimes difficult for Todd to accept that he could not always have what he wanted. It would take time to walk him through this one. I playfully grabbed him in a headlock and rubbed my knuckles across the crown of his head until he started to laugh, then I released my hold and held him by the lapels of his jacket and said, “Come on, Todd, let’s go finish the chores and then we’ll talk about it more tonight. Those dogs aren’t going anywhere, and if they did, that would be a good thing for them.”

We had a ritual of chores that started with the chickens, passed a hog or two, and ended up at a corral where I kept cows and their calves. We, of course, fed and watered the stock, but beyond that, without ever thinking about it, we made sure each animal was healthy. You can’t take a chicken’s temperature and cattle don’t sneeze when they’re sick. You have to sense something is wrong, usually by the way they move or don’t move.

Todd slipped between the rails of the corral and walked freely among the cows, touching and assessing each animal that he passed. Cattle and sheep are less domesticated than horses and don’t generally like to be handled or touched, which made Todd’s ability unusual. I watched him as he made his rounds and called out updates.

“The twins look good.”

“Yeah, they do,” I answered back.

“Old Two Stubs looks thin. Do you think we should worm her again?”

“Probably,” I concurred, readying a mixture of corn and sorghum to pour into a long cylindrically shaped aluminum trough. The calves bawled as the larger cows jostled for a front-row seat. There are no manners in the feedlot. The biggest always win.

Todd stopped in his tracks as if he remembered something important. Surrounded by hungry, jostling animals but without the least bit of fear, he worked his way out of the corral. He closed the distance between us and then stood six inches from my face and just stared at me. I had no idea what was on his mind.

“What?” I finally asked.

“The cows are fine, Dad.”

“So?”

“Could I call—now?”

“Todd Arthur McCray, enough about the dogs. Okay?”

He frowned and walked toward the house. Todd was such a good kid, but I needed more time to think about this one. If I decided against it, Todd was going to find it difficult to accept, but I knew I should not let disappointing Todd get in the way of making the right decision.

Truth was that I missed having a dog, but there were a lot of reasons to move slowly on this one. Certainly, it would make Todd and his mother happy. In fact, I knew darn well that if I let Todd or his mother so much as look at a dog, it would own the farm by sunset and I’d be lucky even to have a place at the dinner table. I could picture the chaos that would ensue.

“Where’s your father, Todd? I don’t believe I’ve seen him for two or three years now.”

“What do you mean, Mom? Dad is still here. He’s been out on the back porch for the last couple of winters. You know, where you put him after we got the dog.”

“Oh, yes, I remember now.”

“Todd, get the dog and come to dinner, we’re having prime rib. You know how Fido just loves prime rib. If there is any left over, put it out on the back porch for your dad and do tell him hello for me the next time you see him.”

When it was time for dinner, or what my grandfather called supper, I walked past the porch on the south side of our home and into the mudroom at the back of the house. I sat on a bench and took off my muddy boots and overalls. I could hear Todd and Mary Ann talking at the kitchen table. He had started dog campaigning with his mother. As I expected, it took very little convincing. To her credit, she waited at least ten or fifteen seconds before she sold me down the river.

“Yes, Todd, I can see why you want the dog, and no, I don’t understand why he would not want you to have one. Like you said, it’s just for a week and then you can take the dog back if it doesn’t work out for you. I heard the whole thing on the radio and it seems like such a nice thing to do for those poor dogs.”

“I would take good care of him, Mom.”

“Of course you would, Todd. Your dad knows that too. We’ll just have to work on him, won’t we?”

“Is there some reason I shouldn’t have the dog?” I heard him ask.

“None. None at all,” she said.

The discussion I wanted to have with Todd had just occurred in my absence. Our home is not a democracy. It is a benevolent dictatorship. Queen Mary Ann had spoken.

From the mudroom bench I stood up and walked into the kitchen, took off my leather gloves, set them on the kitchen counter, and jumped into the conversation. “I know there are lots of reasons to give this dog program a try, but I still am not sure that it’s a good idea.”

Todd was not too worried about my concerns. “The radio said it was a good idea.”

“Yes, I’m sure the radio thinks it’s a good idea, but still I want to check into it myself. Can you two wait for me to do that?” I asked.

“Yes,” Todd said with no conviction.

I smiled at him and said, “Hard time waiting, huh?”

“Can’t wait.”

“Big rush?”

He knew I was teasing him and he smiled back and said, “Can’t wait.”

“They’re closed tonight. Do you think we should call the emergency number to check on this program or could you and your mother hold off until morning to discuss this further?”

He paused and it was clear that he was seriously considering calling the emergency number. “Todd!” I said.

He pondered his options and finally said, “I guess I can wait.”

That night, after Todd went to bed, the dog issue was discussed further. “Mary Ann, I am willing to consider the Christmas dog program, but I need more details.”

I took a deep breath and continued on to a more sensitive subject. “The way you handled this whole thing with Todd irritated me.”

“I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” she said with the innocence of a spring lamb. This was a diversionary strategy the debate coach saved for those rare occasions when she knew I was right.

“Todd and I needed to talk about the program together. Reach an understanding about this. You know, have a discussion.”

“Did I stop you from having that discussion?” she asked, knowing full well that she was avoiding the real issue.

“By the time I entered the room, you and Todd were pouring puppy chow in a steel bowl and you know it.” I did not enjoy confronting my wife, but I was quite sure that what she had done was not fair.

“George, what are you talking about? I never did any such thing. I was just acknowledging Todd’s feelings. You just need to admit that you cannot say no to Todd and please do not blame me for your inability to be tough with him.”

I recognized a sly switching of gears in her attack. “What are you talking about?” I asked with an accusing tone in my voice.

“I am tired and I am going to bed. Perhaps tomorrow we can have a more civil discussion on this subject. I do not feel like being yelled at and unfairly accused.” My wife pushed her nose to the ceiling in mock indignation and left the room. I had seen this act before and there was no way I was going to fall for it this time.

I followed her into the living room. “You know I’m right, don’t you?”

Cornered, she had to concede the point. “Well, perhaps I did give in a little too quickly.”

“Five seconds?” I asked.

“I tried to make it to ten.” Mary Ann then switched tactics again and said what was really on her mind. “Oh, George, why can’t you just let Todd have the dog?”

“You know why, Mary Ann.”

“I don’t mean to be insensitive, but your bad dog history was a long time ago. Believe me, you would be better off to forget about it and try again.”

“I’ll think about it,” I grumbled, and went into another room, sat in a chair, and rested my face in my hands and tried to think about something I didn’t like to think about—my history of dog experiences.

When I was twelve years old my father was killed in a tractor accident and his parents—my grandparents—moved back into our house. Not knowing what else to do for me, my grandfather came home one day with an Irish setter. I grew up with the world’s best dog, Tucker. No other kids lived near our farm, so Tucker became my best friend. We hunted, explored, and understood each other. No rabbit, quail, rattlesnake or prairie chicken was safe from me and Tucker.

He somehow got me through what would have otherwise been a very lonely adolescence.

After I graduated from high school, the United States Army gave me a one-year, all-expenses-paid Vietnam vacation. Tucker, now an old man of a dog, patiently waited for me on the back porch for months, just like I was going to come home from football practice any minute. My grandmother wrote to me on April 7, 1969, to tell me that Tucker died on the back porch waiting for me to come home. His collar and tags still hang from an ancient nail in our barn. I missed him, but given where I was, I just moved ahead and tried to stay alive.

In June 1969, our patrol made its way into a village. The last and only living thing left was a half-starved dog of indeterminate breed. It was against regulations, but I kept that dog with me for the next four months. I hoped he would replace the empty space that came from being so far away from home and losing Tucker. We made him our platoon mascot and, after considering several worthy nominations, settled on the name “Good Charlie.” He became my new best friend and the only sane and kind creature in a part of the world filled with brutality. He saved my life, but it cost him his own when he bounded ahead of me and stepped on a land mine.

It took me a very long time to get over grieving for Tucker and maybe even longer for Good Charlie. Not just because I missed the dogs, but also because they became important landmarks in my journey through the ugly war memories that are hard to shed. I still don’t talk about either dog. Not even to Mary Ann. Some people may think I’m a dog grouch, but it isn’t that simple.

I wanted to leave memories of guns and dogs back in Southeast Asia. My grandfather insisted that it was not safe to be on a farm without a rifle, so I kept his, a World War I .30-06 with five bullets, buried deep in my closet. Though I knew how to load and fire the old gun, I hoped it would never be needed. My dog memories were buried even deeper. People wonder why I don’t have dogs on the farm. I let them wonder. Another dog was likely to bring back a flood of dark feelings, of losses and pain and lives cut short.

Deep in thought, I did not hear Mary Ann enter the living room. She startled me slightly with a hand on my shoulder. “George?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, without looking up.

“I’m sorry. We can forget about it this year. I should not have put you in this position. It was insensitive of me.” She paused and then added, “I’ll tell Todd that this is a bad year and we’ll consider it next year. Maybe you’ll be ready by then.”

I reached out and held her hand. “No, Mary Ann, you’re right. It’s been almost forty years. That’s long enough. It’s time for me to get over this.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, but there are still a few concerns I want to discuss.”

“Like what?” she asked, without pushing.

“At the end of the week, we take the dog back. It’s a one-week experiment. A nice thing to do for the holidays. Nothing more.”

“Yes, George, I understand. That’s how the program works. If you want to take the dog back, you can.”

“You’ll support me on this?”

“Of course I will. What else?”

“I want Todd to handle this responsibly. He feeds him and takes him out for walks, not you or me. Also, I think this is the perfect opportunity to get him to clean his room. No clean room, no dog.”

“I agree,” she said.

“Settled?” I asked.

“Done,” she said.

I was inclined to give it a try. I felt better having an understanding with my wife. We had learned long ago that all couples fight, or at least argue from time to time. Mary Ann likes to say that it’s not conflict itself, but unresolved conflict, that causes problems in life and marriage.

She grew up the daughter of the local banker and I wondered if getting everything she wanted as a child made it harder for her to say no to Todd. While I was in Vietnam, Mary Ann received her teacher’s degree from Kansas State University. Between homework assignments, she wrote to me every day, and she was ready to marry me when I returned, shot up and crippled as I was. I quipped, “You only want me for my disability pension.”

“That makes us even, George.”

“Why’s that?”

“You only want me for my teacher’s salary.”

I never questioned Mary Ann’s sense of loyalty. She promised to be the best wife and the best mother any woman could be. She never let me down. We just did not always see things exactly the same way when it came to Todd.

This was going to be one of those occasions.
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The next morning, Todd was dressed and in the kitchen earlier than usual, trying to keep his excitement under control. After breakfast, Todd and I made our way through the corral and down to the barn. I took out the scrap of paper with the number on it and picked up the phone extension that I kept on the south barn wall. From the barn, I could call the shelter without any interference from Crossing Trail’s debate coach.

A hundred reasons for not making that call raced through my mind, but I dialed the number anyway and tried my hardest to forget each and every one of them. At some level, I suspected that Todd and Mary Ann were right. However uncomfortable it might make me, it wouldn’t hurt me to have a dog around the house for a week.

Todd’s life was hard. It seemed that every day we had to choose between trying to make his life better or just accepting that there were things in his world that we weren’t big enough to change. Like the Christmas dog, the choices were not always easy.

The fact that Todd came to us so late in our lives sometimes made raising him more difficult. Every doctor we visited came up with a different diagnosis. I believe most were trying very hard to avoid telling us that Todd was mildly retarded. It’s an ugly-sounding word. Nobody likes to say it. So, we heard autism, learning disabled. We heard prenatal stroke, developmental delay, epilepsy, and probably more. Truth was he just did not function at a high level. An exact diagnosis really didn’t matter that much to me. All the doctors agreed that Todd would never get better.

He may have struggled at T-ball, soccer, and spelling bees, but we loved him and accepted him just the way he was, so what difference did it make? He needed us and we needed him—perhaps, even more.

Todd enriched our lives in countless ways, teaching us kindness, acceptance, and patience in a thousand little daily lessons. We came to understand what a special gift he was to us. When Todd was born, we vowed never to allow “I’m tired” or “I’m too old” to get in the way of doing what needed to be done for him.

I reminded myself of this vow as I dialed the phone.

“Cherokee County Animal Shelter,” said a voice from the other end of the line. “This is Hayley.”

I suspected that it was Hayley Donaldson, a former student of Mary Ann’s and classmate of my daughter’s. Clearing my throat to bring my mind back to the task at hand, I responded, “Hayley, this is George McCray. My son Todd is interested in something he heard on the radio about a Christmas dog.”

“Oh, yeah, you’re Hannah’s dad, right?”

“That’s right.”

“What can I tell you?”

“Todd’s given me a few details, but I want to make sure he understands.” I glanced over at my boy. His eyes were beaming. And although it warmed me to the core to see him this happy, I was already getting an uneasy feeling about adopting a dog.

“Over the holidays, many of us like to do kind things for other people,” Hayley began. “At the shelter, we offer animal lovers an opportunity to extend that holiday spirit to an animal. You come by anytime from around December eighteenth on and pick out your dog. You keep him until at least the twenty-sixth. We’re pretty flexible on the dates. We’re more concerned that the Adopt a Dog for Christmas program works for your family and that you have a good time with our dogs. You feed him and give him lots of attention, then bring the dog back if you want. Otherwise, our dogs stay in a three-foot-by-six-foot steel cage for the holidays. At this time of year, with so much of our staff off, there just isn’t time to do much more than give an occasional pat on the head.”

I raised my voice slightly for Todd’s benefit and then carefully asked, “There is no obligation to keep the dog, right?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Are there enough volunteers?” I realized the question was absurd.

“No, Mr. McCray. There are never enough volunteers. It seems that we always have more dogs than good homes for them.”

I could see how Adopt a Dog for Christmas might work for us, but many questions still ran through my head. Was this just a scheme for the shelter’s employees to get a few days off? How could the dogs possibly know that it was Christmas? Wasn’t this a holiday for humans? Would I feel guilty when I returned the dog? Would Todd understand and accept the transitory nature of the program?

Ultimately, it was one of the times in my life when I took a deep breath and trusted that it would work. I was never one who believed that the road to hell is paved with good intentions. In fact, I believed just the opposite to be true.

“We’ll come and take a look,” I said, suppressing a sigh of reluctance.

“That’s great. If you decide to adopt a dog for the holidays, there is some paperwork, but we know your family, so it’s really just a formality.”

“Thanks, Hayley. We’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”

Todd was obviously pleased that I made the call. He smiled, nodded his head, and walked away from the barn to conduct the latest in his series of painstaking experiments to determine just how well paint adheres in December. I assumed that after seven years on this experiment, Todd Paints was on the verge of releasing the shocking results of this research to the public: Paint does not adhere particularly well, or spread with ease, when it’s nearly freezing outside.

It was cold for early December that year and we had an abnormally large amount of snow. Winter weather triggers pleasant memories for me. My grandfather had a very important job in Cherokee County. He drove a maintainer, or what we might call a grader today. The title of County Road Maintainer, which was only slightly less prestigious than “Your Honor,” was bestowed upon him. At first, the maintainer was pulled by two large draft horses, named Dick and Doc. They were lavishly housed in giant box stalls in our barn. Later, the county acquired a maintainer that was powered by a diesel engine that was extraordinarily reliable.

It was my grandfather’s job to keep the gravel roads graded in the summer and clear of snow in the winter. When I was a boy, a big snowstorm would cause our family to spring into action with tremendous urgency.

My grandmother would make coffee and put it into an old thermos. I could tell by the smell of the pot brewing in the predawn hours that it was a snow day. She would make up a sack of sandwiches and cookies large enough to feed my grandfather for several meals straight.

In the middle of the night, Bo McCray would start up that old grader. It would loudly spew and spat, daring the snow to fall, and then shoot balls of sparks into the dark snow-stained sky like a mighty titan awakening from a deep, centuries-old slumber. I liked the sound of the mammoth machine coming to life. Eventually the engine would smooth out and I could hear him pull out of the driveway, heading the maintainer west toward town. I would listen until the sound was gone, picturing the snow pushed aside effortlessly.

This was one of those familiar childlike images where we see adults towering above us with inconceivable power and ability. Eventually the roar of the maintainer disappeared into the night, but it left me with good thoughts about my grandfather moving all of that snow out of the way as I snuggled deep down into sheets of flannel and blankets of wool.

The heat from the wood furnace did not make it to the edges of the house that were relegated to the children. A glass of water set on my bedside table was likely to have ice in it by the early morning hours, but it somehow mattered less because I knew that the roads were clear and each day held endless possibilities, including a very good chance of a school-closing decision made after the school consulted with my grandfather, who was often kind enough to ask my opinion.

Sometimes Grandfather McCray would work twenty-four, or even thirty-six, hours straight, plowing snow. When he grew tired, my father would climb onto the maintainer and take a shift, and when I got older, after my father died, I took my turn. I loved the feeling of clearing the snow, and the admiration of our neighbors was considerable.

The elderly, sick, or poor were likely to wake and find their own private driveways also cleared of snow—a brief detour my grandfather was sure the county could afford.

Our lives depended on my grandfather maintaining the roads. Many homes did not have phones to call for help and what phone service did exist was unreliable and frequently lost in bad weather. Without the roads cleared, there was tremendous isolation.

Over the Christmas holidays, we were the most popular people in Cherokee County, Kansas. Around four o’clock on the Sunday afternoon before Christmas, my grandmother and my mother would make a large pot of oyster stew, cook a ham, and make an enormous bowl of mashed potatoes. Aunt Elizabeth brought her famous cinnamon rolls and cherry pie, which my cousins and I fought over as if they were lost pirate treasure.

Around seven o’clock on that same Sunday evening, our neighbors showed their gratitude by dropping by with Christmas cookies, gifts, or homemade ornaments to string on our tree. Because we expected the company, my mother, and now many years later Mary Ann, made our old farmhouse seem like the Midwest regional office for Claus Enterprises. Half of our basement was filled with gifted decorations and no one dared, now or then, to throw away one piece of worn-out holly. Every ornament had earned a spot. Whether it was true or not, we expected that each neighbor and friend was closely watching to make sure their ornaments had earned a place in our decorating scheme.

As the years passed, the neighbors came by not to thank my grandfather for removing snow but to see the Christmas decorations at the McCray house that had evolved and been added to for generations. Our house was a museum of Christmas treasures past and present. The Sunday before Christmas family dinner and open house was a very special part of our holiday tradition.

It had always been my job to hang the lights, but on this day I had a helper. Todd, who of course could not come up the ladder, stood below, headphones on under his stocking cap, and handed me the lights. As I strung them around the house, the sun hid behind patchy clouds and little independent flakes of snow occasionally fluttered to the ground. Although our house is modest, it takes me more than two hours to do the lights.

When Todd and I finished the outside lights, we went to the basement and started the trek up and down the stairs carrying boxes. My wife is very organized and each box is labeled with a destination. For Todd it was like rediscovering forgotten toys.

Mary Ann would spend hours with Todd over the coming weeks hanging and recounting the history of our Yule-tide treasure trove.
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As the holiday approached, Todd and I began to make a game out of the Christmas dog.

“We get the dog on the eighteenth and when do we return him?” I asked Todd.

“Dog goes back on the twenty-sixth.”

“When does Christmas end, Todd?”

“Christmas ends on the twenty-sixth, Dad—and that’s when the dog has to go back to the shelter.”

I put my arm around Todd’s shoulder and hugged him. “That’s good, Todd. We’re going to have fun with the Christmas dog, aren’t we?”

With all of the work helping his mother to decorate the house and cleaning his own room, Todd was pleased to see Christmas week arrive. He removed at least six large trash sacks of junk from his room and I kept making him clean more while I had his attention. Neither his mother nor I dared to look into those sacks out of the sincerest fear of what had lurked in the dark folds of that boy’s room. I’m sure he spent at least two full days on the project. When he thought it was clean, we had him mop the floor and wash the walls with warm soapy water. This might be our last opportunity to insist upon this level of cleanliness.

As I stood in the doorway and watched him work, I could hear Mary Ann laughing on the phone with one of her friends from Crossing Trails High School.

“I did not think I would ever see his room this clean. Not since the Lord fed five thousand with two fish and five loaves has anyone been able to make so much of so little. Todd can take one candy wrapper and in two hours manufacture an entire sack of trash. He can create clutter out of breeze and sunlight.”

I turned back in Todd’s direction as he said, “It’s clean,” holding a rag high in the air to signal the completion.

Wandering around the room grunting approval, I finally mustered the nerve to look under the bed. To my surprise, it was clean too. “This room is fit for a Christmas dog.” He acknowledged his assent with a grin and I went back outside to work.

Todd probably had not slept much the last few nights leading up to December 18. He’d spent two weeks speculating to me about the kind, size, breed, and shape of the dog he wanted to adopt and this gave us both some opportunity to tease, which I gladly allowed.

“I think I want a big one,” he said.

“Really,” I said.

“Big like an elephant.” Todd extended his arms as much as he could and still it was only slightly wider than his grin.

“An elephant would be real comfortable in your room. They like jungle.”

“Not anymore, Dad. It’s clean now.”

“Considering all that junk you took out, maybe you could fit two elephants in there. Should we call the zoo and see if they have an elephant adoption program?”

“Dad, I don’t want an elephant.”

“Just a big dog. Right?”

“Of course, I could take three small ones instead.”

“Perhaps,” I fired back. “You could take one dog for a week or you could take three different dogs for one day each.”

He stood there figuring for a few seconds and then smiled when he completed the math. “Nah, I think one big dog for a week is better.”

When the eighteenth finally did arrive, Todd was at the breakfast table waiting for me, dressed and ready to go. I came down in my robe and slippers with a towel wrapped around my head, a rare sight for Todd.

“Mary Ann,” I offered in my sickest and weakest voice, “I have a frightful headache—could be pneumonia. I’ll have to spend the entire day in bed. We can only hope for a recovery before spring planting. You and Todd will have to do the chores for me till then.”

She stood there with her hands on her hips and said, “Oh, George, quit teasing that boy. Get back up those stairs and change your clothes this minute!”

“I hurt too badly, Mary Ann.” I tried to sniffle and hold back a few tears of pain. “I don’t think I can walk.” I stumbled into the living room and fainted on the couch. For extra effect, I stuck my one good leg vertically into the air and let it tremble with the last movements of life. My eyelids fluttered, my arms dropped limply to my sides, and I died on the spot.

Mary Ann followed me in and pulled the towel from around my head and said, “George, since you are so sick, maybe today would be a good day for Todd to practice driving the truck on his own. Can we have your keys?”

Springing back to life, I announced, “I’m feeling better. All I need is a good, hearty breakfast.”

“Well, then, get in here and sit down and eat it before it gets cold,” Mary Ann ordered.

At the table, I remembered my manners, and kindly commented on each and every bite of breakfast. “Mmmm, mmmm, Mary Ann, these are the finest pancakes you have ever made. Are there seconds? Thirds?”

“Same recipe for years now, George. You just eat ’em and quit talking about ’em.”

“Anything different about this coffee? Sure tastes good.”

“Nope and there is nothing different about this foot.” She held her rigid right foot in the air in a menacing way. “Would you like to reacquaint yourself with it?”

I turned to Todd, who had sat through the entire meal wearing his hat, coat, and gloves, and said, “You about ready to go, son?”

“Yes. I am ready.”

“Well, if you are ready, why are we sitting in this kitchen jawing with your mother? We have important work to do. Dog picking is today. Don’t you remember that today is dog-picking day?”

He stood up and said, “Yes, we should go.”

“Let me put on my best dog-picking clothes and then we’ll leave.”

I stood up from the table and before I could head upstairs to change, Todd gave me an enormous hug and the connection between the two of us seemed to run down through my toes.

Todd was generous with hugs and we did nothing to discourage them, even though they were sometimes offered at unexpected times and places. The school bus driver and the FedEx man both got used to them. There were other little social cues that Todd may have vaguely recognized but often ignored. Some of these Mary Ann worked hard to curb, like not leaving the bathroom door wide open so he could carry on a conversation with anyone within shouting distance. Other habits, like not keeping his room clean, we tolerated. Most boys stop holding their parents’ hands when they turn nine or ten, but when we were alone and when he forgot just how old he was, Todd would grab Mary Ann’s or my hand and walk along with us. This morning was special. It was not only a dog-picking day, but as we left the house for town, it was also a hugging and hand-holding day.

Walking toward the truck, I squeezed his hand gently.

My old brown Ford moved toward town at a pace that was too slow for Todd. Those size 12 red-sneakered feet tapped twice for each beat of the music that played on the truck’s AM radio, and though he knew how long it took, he kept asking, “How much further, Dad?”

“At least another four or five days, Todd. You know what a long journey it is to town. We’ve got to cross the Rocky Mountains, pass through the Great Mojave Desert, go down one side and back up the other side of the Grand Canyon, and then loop all the way around Toledo.” I paused and added, “And, ’cause I know you are in a hurry, I’m not factoring in a thing for tornadoes.”

“Dad,” he whined. “How much longer—really?”

“Ten minutes, son. Ten minutes.”

Todd smiled contentedly, knowing just how close he was to the shelter.

“When do we take the dog back, Todd? Do you remember?”

“Yes, Dad, the dog goes back on the twenty-sixth. That’s when Christmas ends.”

“Very good. You know, if this goes well and if we all have fun and get the dog back to the shelter on time, maybe we could do it next year too. Would you like that?”

“Sure.” Todd looked up at me with a smile. The last two weeks had given me time to adjust to the idea, but most of all I was pleased to be doing this for him.

The sign on the edge of town proudly proclaims WELCOME TO CROSSING TRAILS—WHERE THE OREGON, SANTA FE, AND CALIFORNIA TRAILS ALL MEET. There is only one stoplight in Crossing Trails and it seemed to be unnecessary as we sat there alone waiting for the light to turn green.

A small police station about the size of a convenience store rests on one corner and the volunteer fire department is on another. Every year the two stations have a competition to see who can decorate their respective building with the most holiday flair. Perhaps because the fire station is manned by volunteers, over the last few years the town’s Christmas Committee seemed partial to the cornerstone of their scheme: Santa at the helm of an antique horse-drawn fire engine. This year the police station countered with Santa’s reindeer pulling an antique police car.

Main Street has seen little new construction over the years. All of the commercial structures, just to the ragged side of charming, are close to a hundred years old. Some of the buildings stubbornly cling to old wooden sidewalks cut from the durable oaks harvested from the nearby forests. Nearly all were decked out with holiday greenery and white Christmas lights.

Two blocks ahead and on the right side of the town square is the Cherokee County Courthouse. A bronze statue of a tired pioneer, hat in hand and staring west, stands at the base of the steps. An old gazebo commands the courthouse lawn and still serves as the home for the Cherokee County Volunteer Band, which would be performing their holiday program several times before Christmas, weather permitting.

Like many old things, the courthouse had remained antiquated long enough to become historic. A tall spire with a bell tower constructed of native limestone and brick rose high over the surrounding buildings. Judge Crawford, the county’s only permanent judge, took a break in December from his duties.

In Crossing Trails, the farther you move away from the town square, the faster the charm wears off. Near the edge of town, after passing over the tracks for the old Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway, there is a trailer park and an old gravel road that leads south to the county fishing lake.

We turned and followed the gravel past poorly kept and poorly constructed homes, punctuated by even more poorly kept yards, littered with worn-out cars and rusted swing sets. The less fortunate make their homes on the South Side. At one point this was good farm ground, but the water treatment plant, a trailer court, and cheap rental housing had changed all of that for the worse. If I remembered correctly, Hayley’s grandparents lived on this ground when it was still farmed. Now the South Side and the county animal shelter were places that most people (and all animals) preferred to avoid.

As I came around the last bend in the gravel road, and the shelter was in view, Todd unhooked his seatbelt. Before I came to a full stop in the shelter’s parking lot, marked with potholes like a mortar-littered battlefield, Todd threw open the truck door and headed toward the entrance. He moved quickly past an old Nissan pickup truck that Hayley drove. I recognized it as a car I often saw in town, usually with a few dogs in the back and another couple in the cab. The bumper sticker read, DOG ABUSERS SHOULD GET WHAT THEY GIVE.

There are several places that I prefer to not know too much about. Animal shelters are one of them. Our town’s shelter, like most, was underfunded and crowded past capacity. Makeshift trailer annexes of critter cages filled with complaining felines were permanently parked next to the original building. The dingy yellow brick structure itself was discarded years ago by the sewer district. On warm days, when the wind came from the south, it became obvious why the county moved their administrative offices closer to town.

As soon as I had pushed the front door open, I realized that the interior of the shelter was only a slight improvement. The humans had given up their office space to make room for more animals and the reception area had become the administrative offices, so crammed with desks that one could barely pass without jostling papers or boxes that hung over the edges. Just past the reception area was the break room, where old reports and records, medicines, brochures, and books were stored. Against the wall of the break room was a worn-out countertop that the vet used for routine procedures and where a coffeemaker tried hard to crank out a pot of coffee one drip at a time.

Not seeing anyone in the front of the building, we moved through a swinging door, where we found dogs and considerable human activity.

As Todd and I walked into the large holding area, I was immediately struck by how clean the staff managed to keep the building and the cages. It must have taken a considerable effort. One dog started barking at us and soon more chimed in, like a symphony building to a crescendo. Before long, the entire population of maybe thirty-five dogs was whipped into a frenzy of barks, whines, and howls. A woman clanged a dinner bowl on the side of a metal cage, a sound that seemed to distract them and bring a halt to most of the noise. I recognized Hayley as she walked toward us. Her name tag confirmed my suspicion. She wore her prematurely graying hair in a long braid and dressed in blue jeans and a dusty green jacket.

“Hello, Hayley. Nice to see you again. We’re here to adopt a dog for Christmas.”

She reached out and took Todd’s big hand in hers. After she held it for a moment and he did not respond as most adults would, by returning the shake and offering some salutation, she tilted her head slightly and looked into Todd’s big brown eyes. Her face showed genuine affection and kindness.

“I’m Hayley. It’s nice to meet you, Todd. I remember you from the county fair.” It was as if she knew to look past his disability and speak directly to the enthusiastic boy inside this strong young man.

“Yes, I was in 4-H.”

“I remember how nicely you handled your animals. I recall a few blue ribbons safety-pinned to your shirt one year not too long ago, right?”

“Yes, sheep and cattle.” Todd was very involved in 4-H, but unfortunately he was now too old to participate. It had been a great confidence builder for him.

“Todd, I know you are an old hand with animals, so look over all of the dogs and then we’ll decide together if there is a good fit for you and your family. The unadoptable dogs are quarantined. So, just look around and let me know if you need some help or have any questions.” She reached out and held Todd’s forearm for a moment, as if she wanted to say something else, but instead she just turned and walked away, busily moving from cage to cage—doing what, I was not sure.

Over the years, I had learned that you could tell a lot about a person simply based on the way they related to Todd. I had a good feeling about Hayley.

This was a very important decision for my son and I did not want to rush him. After finding a bench, I attempted to read a newspaper that someone had left behind while Todd walked up and down the rows of cages to find just the right companion for Christmas. The floor had recently been washed and the smell of chlorine bleach hung in the air along with various animal odors. My ears were filled with the sounds of whines, barks, and metal dog bowls scraping the concrete floor. I watched Todd, part man, part boy, move slowly up and down the aisles.

He seemed determined to give each animal a fair audition. After ten minutes, I decided to join him. Dog picking looked like fun. Besides that, I was vaguely curious about the dogs. The stiffness that was stubbornly rooted in my right leg was barely noticeable as I got up from the bench and walked along with Todd. He stopped at each cage and made mental notes that he occasionally shared with me.

“This one reminds me of Trudy. She is happy to see me.” Trudy belonged to my son Jonathan and was Todd’s favorite old dog. She was a Border collie with a tinge of German shepherd thrown into the mix. When she was a puppy, Jonathan would bring her out to the farm. She loved to help Todd move the sheep out of the back pasture and into the barnyard, where they were safe from the coyotes, bobcats, and foxes.

“Could be a sheep herder extraordinaire!” I said.

Todd moved slowly to the next cage to inspect a floppy-eared dog that wouldn’t bother to amble over and greet us. She was liver-colored with white splotches on her chest and front legs, with the distinct black muzzle of a coonhound.

“She’s quiet,” Todd observed.

“Yep.” I read out loud from the tag at the top of her cage. “The shelter named her Sally. This says she is an eight-year-old female coonhound and spaniel mix. Spayed. Can sit and roll over on command.” I turned to Todd and said, “Hey, that dog takes orders better than some of my children.”

Todd rolled his eyes at me. At this rate we would be here for a month, so I returned to the bench and the day-old newspaper that was about to become cage liner.

After wading through the sports and weather sections, I glanced up. Todd had progressed past only two more cages. He looked so much in his element. It occurred to me that if there were angels for animals, then surely Todd was one. I realized that some dog was going to be very lucky. Hayley worked her way back to check on Todd and seemed to like the way he studied each animal. She followed along and the two of them worked as a team in this most important selection. She didn’t try to push him toward one of the less adoptable dogs. Instead, she tried to give explanations for every dog’s condition.

As they stopped at each cage, Hayley encouraged Todd to get a closer look. My guess was that Hayley was spending more time with Todd than she did with the other visitors to the shelter.

“This is Baron. He appears to be a German short-haired pointer. He’s lived in a cage most of his life. His owner thought that because he was a hunting dog, it would ruin him to run about the yard. He needs to be socialized. You know, spend more time around people. He could be a good pet, but he’ll need a very patient and kind owner to teach him to trust humans again.”

She opened the cage door. “He’s scared,” Todd said as he wrapped his arms around the trembling dog. Almost immediately, the dog settled down and began to wag his tail, sensing that he was safe and in good hands.

Hayley looked at the tag on the door and said, “He’s only been here four days. It takes some dogs longer than others to become comfortable. He seems to have taken to you right away. Dogs are good judges of character.”

“Hayley, why do some of the dogs seem excited to see me and others don’t?”

“That’s a good question. Some dogs are still stuck on their old owners. They aren’t ready yet to accept a new family or friend. Every dog in here has a perfect human match. There’s not a dog in here that won’t act excited when the right person comes along.”

“How come those dogs are separated?” He pointed to an area separated from where they were by a chain-link fence with a gate and a sign that said DO NOT ENTER.

“They’re in quarantine, not suitable for adoption.”

“What’s quarantine?” he asked.

“There are state laws about dogs that bite. They have to be isolated to make sure they do not have rabies.”

Todd walked over to the fence and peered into the quarantine pens. “Why do those dogs all look the same?”

Hayley’s expression darkened. “Most are pit bulls that the sheriff had to bring in because they have been mistreated. How a man treats a dog, Todd, says a lot about what’s in his heart.”

Before he could ask any more questions, Hayley led Todd in a happier direction, toward a safer dog. “This big girl we call Pork Chop, because she is a little overweight.” Pork Chop was a mixed-breed big black dog.

“Her owner came in to claim her last week, and when we told him there was a fifty-dollar boarding fee, he told us that he was going out to his truck to get a check. We waited for him, but he just drove off and never came back.”

Todd stared at her in disbelief. “Why didn’t he come and get his dog? She was waiting for him. Was there something wrong with that man?”

“I’d say so, Todd. I’d say something seriously wrong. Shame of it is that large black dogs, like Pork Chop, are the hardest to place with new
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