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​Chapter One - Everything That Didn't Stick
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The storage unit was a ten-by-twelve room in San Jose that contained, by Marco's last count, seventeen boxes of things he had not needed in fourteen months and was not going to need this afternoon. He had rented it after the apartment downsize, telling himself it was temporary. That had been fourteen months ago.

He sat in his car in the parking lot with the engine off and a gas station coffee going cold in the cupholder. The coffee was terrible. He had bought it anyway because it gave him something to do with his hands on the way here, and now he was sitting with the evidence of that decision slowly cooling beside him.

The back seat held one more box. Branded merchandise from Vantage, the wellness-tech platform he had spent six years building and eleven months watching disassemble itself in public. Inside the box: lanyards in the Vantage teal that he had personally approved, a stack of tote bags that said LIVE WELL. SCALE WELL. in a sans-serif he had paid a designer two thousand dollars to choose, and a foam stress ball shaped like a thumbs-up, which in retrospect was the most accurate thing they had ever produced.

He had found the box at the back of his closet that morning while looking for something else. He had not been able to leave it there and he had not been able to throw it away, so he had driven it here instead, which was its own kind of answer.

His phone was on the passenger seat, screen up. Three missed calls from his father since Thursday, which was not unusual. A voicemail from his former co-founder's new startup, which was definitely a spam list and not a thing he was going to think about. And, in the cheerful algorithmic way of things, a LinkedIn notification: Reconnect with Jason Whitfield. Grow your network.

Marco picked up his phone. He held it for a moment. Then he put it back down.

He had done the postmortem. He had read the article in the business section, the one with the headline VANTAGE WELLNESS COLLAPSES AMID LEADERSHIP QUESTIONS, and he had read what Jason told the journalist about the failure and about Marco's role in it, and he had set the phone down very carefully on the kitchen counter and stood in his apartment for a long time after that. He had not read it again. He had reframed it, which was different, and he had moved on in the specific way of a man who has packed his grief into neat boxes and driven it somewhere he doesn't go very often.

The thing he could not entirely reframe was the marriage. Not because it ended badly, exactly, but because the ending had arrived at the same moment he most needed to not be alone, and Diane had been the one to say it first, which told him she had known for longer. That he could still be surprised by it said something unflattering about his attention.

He had been good at the job, though. Whatever else was true, he had been genuinely good at it. He had built something out of nothing, or close to nothing, and for four years it had worked, and he had stood in rooms full of people who believed in what they were building. He thought about that when he needed to.

The sun was doing something generous to the parking lot. He finished the cold coffee in two long, efficient swallows and got out of the car to add the box to the storage unit.

The unit smelled of cardboard and climate control. He stacked the new box on top of an older one labeled MISC WORK that probably also contained branded merchandise from a different phase of the same mistake. He stood for a moment looking at the stack. Then he switched the light off and pulled the door down and locked it and walked back to the car.

Down the sidewalk, heading toward whatever the next errand was, a golden retriever was walking a man. The man was on his phone, not paying attention, listing slightly to one side as the dog found something interesting near a telephone pole. The dog was completely unconcerned with any of this. He was on his own schedule. He knew where he was going even if his person did not.

Marco watched them until they turned the corner.

He got in the car. He picked up his phone with some intention of calling his father back, which he would do and had been meaning to do, and found instead a forwarded email. The subject line was blank. The message from Walt read, in its entirety: Looks interesting. Good with dogs, right?

The link went to a job listing.

Canine Wellness Coordinator, Serenity Paws Holistic Pet Retreat. Competitive salary, benefits, immediate start. The retreat offered, per the posting, chakra-aligned hydrotherapy, sound resonance sessions, and what it described as a mindful pack environment. There was a photo of the exterior: a converted Victorian house with window boxes and a hand-painted sign that read WHERE EVERY DOG FINDS THEIR CALM.

Marco sat with this for a while.

He was not, in any meaningful sense, good with dogs. He had no particular experience in canine wellness. He had no particular experience in any kind of wellness. He had built a wellness-tech platform, which was not the same thing and which had, as recently established, not ended well.

He thought about the box in the storage unit.

He thought about the man on the sidewalk, listing to one side while the dog decided everything.

He opened the application form.

In the field that asked for relevant experience, he typed: I managed a team of twelve people for six years. We built something from scratch. I am good at structure and I learn quickly. He stared at it. Then he added: I like dogs. It was not entirely true but it was not entirely false either. He submitted the form before he could think about it further.

Then he called his father back. Walt picked up on the second ring.

"Hey, Dad."

"Marco. I was starting to wonder."

"I know. Sorry. It's been a week."

"How's the car?"

"The car is fine."

"You're getting the oil changed?"

"Yes."

"Okay," Walt said. "Good."

A pause. Outside the windshield, the parking lot sat in the afternoon sun. Empty, unhurried, going nowhere in particular.

"Dad," Marco said. "Did you actually read that listing before you sent it?"

"I read the headline," Walt said. "Looked like a good fit."

Marco looked at the phone for a moment. "A canine wellness retreat."

"You like dogs."

"I said that to the application, yeah."

Another pause. He could hear the television in the background at his father's place, the low murmur of a home improvement show. Walt watched them every afternoon and had not, in thirty years, done a single home improvement.

"You doing all right?" Walt asked. Not the way people asked when they wanted to be told yes. The other way.

"I'm okay," Marco said. "I'm fine."

"Okay," Walt said. "Good."

It was not a performance, with his father. That was the thing about Walt. He asked the same question every time, in the same tone, and waited the same patient beat, and accepted whatever answer he was given without pressing it. It was possible this was incuriosity. Marco had decided a long time ago that it was not.

They talked for another ten minutes about nothing consequential. The weather in San Jose. A neighbor's fence. A civil engineering project Walt had read about that had gone over budget in an interesting way. Marco sat in the parking lot and watched the afternoon move and felt, for the first time that week, something that was not quite the absence of anything.

He drove home. He did not look at LinkedIn.

He did not expect to hear back from the dog spa.

He heard back from the dog spa three days later.
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​Chapter Two - Fourteen Years of Good Intentions
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The card was made of poster board and construction paper and approximately four hundred stickers, the kind of project that could only be produced by a committee of thirteen-year-olds with access to a craft supply closet and no one watching them. It said, in letters that had been outlined twice for emphasis: MR. C. WE'LL MISS YOU SO MUCH (BYE). The parenthetical had been added by someone who had either run out of space or reconsidered the emotional exposure of the original statement. Danny found it perfect.

He managed to get all the way through the presentation without crying, which he regarded as a genuine personal achievement given that Jasmine Torres, who was thirteen and had never once shown any interest in anything that wasn't drama club, had stood up and said that Mr. C had taught her that history was actually about real people and that changed the way she saw everything. She said it with the complete guilelessness of someone who didn't know yet how much a sentence like that could cost the person receiving it.

"Thank you, Jasmine," Danny said. His voice came out steady. He considered this a small miracle.

Cass was waiting for him in his classroom after the last bell. She was sitting on the edge of his desk eating one of the biscuits from the staff room tin, which she had brought without asking because she had known he would not remember to eat today. She watched him carry in a box of fourteen years' worth of desk accumulation: the mug with the chipped handle he'd never replaced, a stapler that had survived two classroom reassignments, a framed photo from a year-seven camp in 2015 where it had rained for three days and somehow everybody had loved it.

"That's a lot of stapler," Cass said.

"I like that stapler."

"I can see that."

He set the box on a desk and looked around the room. The walls were bare. Someone had already taken down his timeline display, a student project from second term, because they were setting up for the summer clean. The absence of it left four strips of blu-tack at regular intervals and a faint rectangular outline where the sun had not reached. He had been standing in this room for fourteen years and it already looked like it had never known him.

"You okay?" Cass asked.

"I'm fine."

"Danny."

"I'm fine, Cass. I just need a minute."

She gave him the minute. That was one of the things about Cass: she knew when to push and when to wait, and she had extraordinary patience for the second thing when it was warranted, which coming from a woman who had taught history in the public school system for twelve years and now chaired a department was saying something.

He picked up the framed camp photo. Thirty-one thirteen-year-olds in various states of wet, several of them grinning in the particular way of children who have been miserable in a formative way and know they'll talk about it for years. He looked at his own face in the back row, thirty-two years old, slightly sunburned, laughing at something someone had just said. He looked completely fine. He looked like someone who was exactly where he was supposed to be.

He put it in the box.

"You could have stayed," Cass said. Not accusatory. The way she said things she was going to say whether he liked it or not.

"I know."

"Nobody made you go."

"I know that too."

"I'm not saying you're wrong to go. I'm saying you know what I'm going to say."

He looked up at her. She was watching him with the expression he had seen her use in a staff meeting when someone was making a reasonable-sounding argument that was actually nonsense. Not hostile. Just waiting for the part where it fell apart.

"You're going to say I'm waiting for permission," he said.

"I was going to say it more diplomatically than that."

"Were you?"

"No," Cass said. "You keep waiting for permission, Dan. Nobody's coming to give it to you."

He moved some things in the box because they needed moving. "I'm not waiting for anything. I'm tired. I gave fourteen years to this system and the system took them without much ceremony and I'm ten thousand miles from anyone I actually started with  and I need to go home and figure out what I want."

"Home," Cass said.

"Melbourne. For a bit."

"And then?"

He didn't answer. She made a small sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite a sigh.

"You're allowed to want something for yourself," she said. "That's all I'm saying. You've spent fourteen years making sure everyone else was all right first. At some point that becomes a personality rather than a virtue."

"I'll workshop that."

"Please do. In the meantime." She slid off his desk and picked up one end of the box. "Car's in the south lot. I'll drive you to the airport. Don't argue."

He did not argue. He carried the box to her car, and she talked about her summer and her department budget and a very bad date she'd been on in April that had not improved with retelling, and he listened with genuine interest and laughed in the right places because it was a genuinely funny story, and somewhere in there he forgot to be sad about the classroom walls.

She walked him to the departure gate because the line was short and she had a visitor's lanyard from a conference and neither of them felt like saying goodbye at the kerb. At security she hugged him properly, both arms, for long enough that it meant something.

"I'll call," he said.

"You will for about a week and then you'll be bad at it."

"That's fair."

"Danny." She pulled back and looked at him. She had a way of looking at you that removed several layers of whatever you were using to look normal. He had seen her do it to seventeen-year-olds who were lying about an essay and it worked every time. "You have permission. For whatever it is you're not saying. You always had it."

He smiled at her. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes you do."

They had the kind of moment that can only happen between people who have known each other long enough that they can conduct an entire conversation in the space of two people not saying anything, and then he picked up his carry-on and went through security and didn't look back because he knew if he did he would have to acknowledge that she was probably right, and he was not ready to do that at an airport with carry-on luggage.

On the other side of security he found a seat near his gate and sat down and took out his phone in the automatic way of a person who needed something to do with their hands. He scrolled without reading anything. He looked at the departures board. He looked at his contact list.

His thumb found a name and stayed there for a long moment.

Marco Reyes. Unchanged since 2008 in all the ways that mattered: still there, still not-called, the name sitting in his phone with the patience of something that had learned to wait.

He put his phone away without calling.

The flight to Melbourne boarded forty minutes late. He slept for most of it, which was more than he'd managed in weeks. In his overhead locker, in a bag he'd remember to open in three days, was the card: MR. C. WE'LL MISS YOU SO MUCH (BYE). He had not been able to throw it away.

He had not been able to throw a lot of things away.

The plane crossed the dateline somewhere over the Pacific, and the day he left on and the day he arrived were not the same day, and somewhere in between he was thirty-nine years old for exactly the amount of time it takes to cross an ocean, and then he was forty, and Melbourne was very cold when he landed, and he sat in the back of the taxi and watched the city he had grown up in come toward him through a grey morning and thought: okay. Okay. He was forty years old, and tired, and free in the specific way of a man who has put down something very heavy and is still feeling the shape of the absence in his hands.

He would figure the rest out.

He had a plan, of sorts. Not a plan, exactly. A direction.

He would go back to Melbourne. He would stay with his parents for a month. He would eat his mother's cooking and walk along the coast and sleep properly and read things that weren't curriculum documents. He would figure out what he wanted.

And he would call Marco.

Not from the airport. Not from the taxi. But he would call. He had been meaning to for six years, and that was precisely long enough to have been meaning to do it, and he was forty now, and Cass was right, and he was going to do the thing.

He believed this for approximately three weeks, through the home cooking and the coastal walks and the genuine sleep.

Then he found a job listing from his mother, who had heard about it from a colleague whose dog had been a client there: Canine Wellness Coordinator, a place in California called Serenity Paws. His mother had printed it out and left it on the kitchen table with a Post-it note that said: Your father says you're good with animals. Could be a good adventure!

He looked at it for a long time.

The listing showed a photo of the exterior: a converted Victorian with window boxes and a hand-painted sign. Something about it was completely absurd and faintly compelling, in the way of things that are both ridiculous and true.

He opened his laptop. He did not look up Marco's number first. He told himself that was not relevant. He applied for the job, which was in California, which was where Marco lived, which was not a coincidence and which he was not going to examine too closely at this particular moment.

In the cover letter field he wrote: I have spent fourteen years learning how to be present in a room with people who don't necessarily want to be there, and making them feel that it's worth their time. I think that translates. He read it back. It was probably the most honest thing he had written in a professional document.

He submitted the form.

He heard back in five days.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three - Serenity Paws, Where Every Dog Finds Their Calm
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The certificate above Solène Vautier's desk read: ADVANCED PRACTITIONER, CANINE SOUND RESONANCE THERAPY. It had been issued by an organization in Oregon whose full name ran to four lines. Below it, framed separately, was a photograph of a border collie in a shallow pool surrounded by what appeared to be floating crystals. The border collie looked serene. Marco was not entirely sure this was natural.

The desk between them was made of reclaimed wood with visible knots and something that might have been a crystal geode serving as a paperweight. The room smelled of lavender in the particular way of things that had smelled of lavender for so long that the lavender had become ambient. There were plants. There were many plants. A diffuser on the window ledge produced a fine mist that caught the afternoon light. A bowl of what appeared to be smooth river stones sat near the door with a small handwritten card: PLEASE TAKE ONE FOR YOUR JOURNEY.

Marco had not taken one. He was trying to have an open mind.

"Before we begin," Solène said, "I want to explain that our interviews here are conversations rather than assessments. We're not looking for the right answer. We're looking for genuine resonance." She said genuine resonance the way other people said good fit, which suggested she had thought about language deliberately. "Does that feel right to you?"

"That feels right," Marco said, because it was the answer that would advance the process.

Solène smiled. She was a woman in her early fifties with close-cropped silver hair and reading glasses she wore on a beaded chain that she had not yet deployed, and the specific quality of someone who had once moved very fast and had chosen not to anymore. She had founded this place. She ran it without apology. He respected the project even if he found the particulars puzzling.

"What does stillness mean to you, Marco?"

He considered this. "Stillness," he said, "is the state of a system that has finished processing."

Solène's expression did not change. "Interesting," she said. "And is that a state you find valuable?"

"I find it useful. Temporarily."

"Mmm." She made a small note on her pad, which told him nothing. "Have you experienced what you might call a genuine moment of interspecies trust?"

Marco thought about the dog on the sidewalk, outside the storage unit, who had made all the decisions for both of them and seemed completely fine about it. "I think so," he said.

"Tell me about it."

"I was watching a dog," he said. "He knew exactly where he was going. His person didn't. I found that clarifying."

Solène put her pen down. "What did it clarify?"

Marco was not sure how to answer that honestly without it sounding like a broader indictment of his recent decision-making, so he said: "That confidence isn't always the same as a plan."

Solène nodded. This appeared to be the right answer, or at least
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