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★ 1 ★

The Most Dangerous Assignment of Them All

Valedictorian. That’s a human word. It sounds important, far more important than the small human words that make it up:

Valid. Accurate or authentic.

Dick. Short for detective, a bloodhound. Like Sherlock Holmes.

Tory. Cautious, prefers the status quo.

An. Single. One.

So I figure a valedictorian is a single, accurate bloodhound who prefers the status quo, for things to stay exactly the way they are. That seems like a very specific label for these humans to give me, but they’ve given it to me nonetheless, so I’ll try my hardest to live up to it.

Valedictorian. It’s the most important word in the class. The word is so valuable, it makes my pointy ears pointier, my lush whiskers twitchier, my waggy tail waggier. I sit up even more straight, if that’s possible. The silly hat the humans have balanced between my ears slides around on my head. It’s flat and has a tassel hanging off one side. I have to tilt my head to keep it from falling off.

It must make me look bewildered, because Beef laughs at me. Let me know if you’re confused, Zeus, he mutters from the corner of his big drooly mouth. I’d be happy to explain it to our “valedictorian.”

I scowl. Beef knows we’re not supposed to talk right now. Hooligan.

Beef is a Great Dane, and he takes that label great seriously. He towers over the rest of us at four feet tall, and he is a knot of muscle. You know the type: this fella’s had a face full of whiskers since he was eleven months old. His bark is deep and sure. His collar is like a yoke, his neck is so thick. And his breath? Whew. Beef puts the noxious in obnoxious.

Dave McGruff, the head trainer, walks to the front of the room. I love Dave. So much so that my heart gets the best of my mouth and I shout out, I love you, Dave!

Beef and the other dogs laugh. Teacher’s pet, they say.

I know that teacher’s pet is a fancy human phrase that means favorite, but I can’t stand being called a pet. That isn’t the role of a service dog. I’m not a pet, I’m a tool, I say.

Vader, on the opposite side of Beef, snorts a laugh through his smooshed Boxer nose. He manages to make it sound like a sneeze, though. A tool! he whines.

That you are, Zeus, Beef says with a nod. That you are.

Dave clears his throat into a microphone. Everyone quiets, because Dave is the alpha dog around here at Canine College. Dave has spiffied up his jumpsuit by adding a bow tie, and when I look closer, I see it’s left over from the bow ties and bows they’ve put on us dogs today. I’m surprised the prison guards have let him do this, but then again, it is an important day.

“‘The strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.’ Rudyard Kipling said that. I think it’s the perfect description of our outstanding class of dogs here.” Dave sweeps his hand in our direction. “Dogs not only make the world a better place, they make the world a safer place. They guard us. They protect us. They do whatever they can for their pack.” Dave smiles, the human version of wagging. I want to wag back, but I’m in sit. And Dave knows that I love him, right? I get a little panicky, because what if he doesn’t know? I haven’t told him so since just a minute ago. But I do. I love Dave. I tell him as loudly as I can with my eyes: I love you, Dave!

“And dogs, see, they don’t do all their hard work for glory, or for fame, or for a reward of any kind,” Dave continues.

Not me, Beef mutters. I’m definitely in it for the bacon treats.

Vader snuffles a laugh.

“No reward,” Dave continues, almost as if he heard our chatter. “No, dogs help us because of their perfect love. They are nothing but walking hearts, pure souls on four legs, these brave dogs before us today.” Dave removes his glasses. I like it when humans remove their glasses. It makes it easier for me to label them with a word. Dave’s word is authentic. Always has been.

“These dogs have all passed the Canine Good Citizen test and at least one other trial, usually a scent test, that determines their placement. They are all good dogs.”

Good dog. That’s the second-best label you can get. I can’t help it: I wag.

Dave replaces his glasses, and his face tilts into a smile. “If you ask me, angels probably don’t have wings. They have paws.”

The humans have gathered in this room: the big, smelly cafeteria inside this big cage, a kennel that humans call a prison. This is where we’ve done most of our training since we were pups. Volunteers and the people who live inside this prison run Canine College. These humans are all here today, and they pound the palms of their hands together, which is called applause and as best as I can tell is like barking.

I have an itch under my vest, twitching my skin. But I can’t scratch it. I’m in the vest, after all. That would be a violation. Violation is a fancy human word for no.

Dave looks down at the marks he’s made on paper. “We work hard to place each dog in an assignment where we feel their gifts are best utilized. We take these assignments seriously, and we put hours of thought into each pairing. The last thing we want is for a human and his dog to be a mismatch. We strive for zero re-assignments.”

At that word, every dog in the class stiffens. Our jaws collectively tighten. Reassignment. It’s another fancy human word, one that is like wearing a forever Cone of Shame.

Reassignment definitely equals failure. And I can’t fail. No one in my family has ever been reassigned, and I won’t be the first.

Pssst. That’ll be you, pal, Beef whispers to me, and Vader snuffles a laugh.

I blink. What?

I got twenty Milk-Bone dog biscuits that say you won’t make it four weeks in your first assignment, Z. You will definitely be reassigned.

Vader is whimpering at this point, he’s working so hard to hold in his laughter. I’m hotter than winter fur in July, but all I can manage to retort is, YOU will be.

Dave, up there at the podium, seems so certain of these assignments. I trust him and his authenticity. He looks at his stack of important papers and says, “So, without further ado, let’s hear our pairings, shall we?”

Beef barks, Yes! and the audience laughs. Class clown.

“Vader Aloysius?” Huh. I didn’t know Vader’s middle name was Aloysius. Vader’s handler leads him to the front of the cafeteria. “Vader here will be a bomb-sniffing dog for the NYPD!” Dave flips the tassel of Vader’s hat to the other side, and the audience barks with applause. Vader’s smirk says he’s just as surprised to find himself graduating as we are.

“Melody Cookie?” Melody is assigned to a search-and-rescue team.

“Spark Pug?” Sparky will be an emotional support pug.

“Bo Addison?” Bo will work for the Coast Guard as a water rescue dog.

“Rosie Abeyta?” Rosie will be, as we all knew, a service dog to Colonel Victor Abeyta.

“Beeftastic Luckydog?” Beef winks at me, trots to the front of the room. “Beef here will work for an exclusive unit of New Jersey’s K-9 division.” Beef, wearing a badge? Well, I’ll be flea-bitten.

“And now for our honored valedictorian.” Dave smiles at me. My chin rises and my jowls pull back. I love you, Dave! “Our top dog has shown exemplary courage and intelligence. He is quick to pick up new commands, and he never, ever forgets his mission. This dog comes from a long line of heroes: both of his parents were K-9 dogs, and his grandfather was a search-and-rescue superstar.”

I can hear my family drumming through my memories now: Guten tag, Zeus. Chin up. Strong jaw. Tall ears. And most loudly among these voices, my dad: The best service dogs in the world are never seen. Just like your tail. You turn, your tail is gone. Be like your tail. Invisible is safe.

Be your tail.

Be my tail. Be my tail. Be my tail.

Dave continues, “If ever there was a dog you can count on to do something by the book, it is this dog. Congratulations, Zeus Zagnut Zealousness!”

Beef and Vader double over with laughter at my full name. Here at Canine College, humans who donate a lot of money are allowed to name the puppies. Me, I got saddled with the old triple Z.

I walk to the front of the cafeteria, my heart pounding. My toenails click on the cold linoleum floor. Here it is: my life’s calling! I’ve been training at Canine College for months so I, like the rest of my family, can be a hero. What will I be? A narcotics-sniffing dog? A K-9 commander? A cadaver recovery dog?

Dave stoops and looks me in the eyes: authentic. Words are labels, and they help you understand and categorize the world. My dad taught me to appreciate labels. They’re just like commands, my dad used to say. Commands are orders, and orders create order.

Dave is earnest as he leans forward and whispers into my tall ear, “Zeus, you need this assignment as much as this assignment needs you.” I’m not sure what he means by that. He flips my tassel and announces to the audience, “Zeus here will be a diabetic alert dog to a young man at nearby Page Middle School.”

Middle school?

There is no barking applause.

There are no cheers or whistles or attaboy, Zeuses or words that feel like glorious fingernail scratches.

There might’ve been a gasp. Or two.

Based on the silence of the crowd (well, except for Beef, who snorfed a laugh), I realize:

Middle school must be the most dangerous assignment of them all!
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The Boy Who Captures Stars

Assignment is good. Reassignment is bad. The bad must all live inside the re part of the word, because:

A means singular. One.

Sign. Indication or warning.

Mint. Delicious zingy red-and-white candy.

When Dave and the other humans from Canine College discuss our assignment, I’m tail-wagging excited. I love peppy mints, because minty-fresh drool is the best kind of drool, and our assignment is what we’ve been working toward this whole time. I await my candy.

But instead of candy I get a human. My new human’s name is Madden, and he comes to my school at the prison later that same day. I’ve trained with him in the past, but I didn’t know he’d end up being my assignment. Canine College has a lot of volunteers who take us out of the prison during the sunny yellow hours for “real-world” training, which always confused me because isn’t all of it the real world? Anyway, when I’d trained with Madden, I thought he was one of those volunteers. Temporary. Temporary is a fancy human word that means just for now.

Madden’s a young pup, not much taller than the tips of my ears. He’s on the small side; I’m on the tall side—we’re a matched set. Today he has on a hat that is backward, so a big tuft of hair sticks out the front of it, like a forehead tail. He chews gum vigorously; it’s like chewing powers his whole body. And he wears glasses that are so dirty, I can’t see his eyes clearly through the muck.

This human does things that don’t make sense.

But this is my new human—MY NEW HUMAN!—so I wiggle hello, lick and prance and preen and wag. Hello, my new human!

“Hi,” the boy says around his mouthful of gum. “How are you, boy?” I look at him closely, try to figure out his word. None comes to me. Between their smell and their sound, I can usually label each human quickly. Labeling is wise because it reminds you how to handle each person. It creates order. But I can’t peg Madden yet. Madden is not quite what he seems to be.

And then he does something weird. He doesn’t pet me or hug me or scratch me. He just . . . looks at me. Like he’s trying to figure out my word.

I can tell him my word: practical. So I tell him that: I’m practical. That’s not my name, of course. My name is Zeus. And I’m practical.

Dave’s gaze bounces between the two of us like a tennis ball. “Madden’s mom and I will be right outside filling out paperwork while you two practice commands, okay?”

I hadn’t even noticed Madden’s mom. That usually happens when someone doesn’t notice me as well. Invisibility is mutually agreed upon.

Invisible is a good thing for a service dog. It is the goal.

Madden’s mother and Dave leave. Madden and I look at each other longer. I inhale and realize what I should monitor for Madden: his honey-scented blood. His blood has chemicals in it, medicine. It smells almost like plastic. I know right away that I’m supposed to let him know if his blood changes. If it drops too salty, if it flutters too squeaky sweet.

Madden squats next to me. His chewing gum pops. He nods, but I don’t know why; no one has asked a question. There is nothing to agree with.

“Listen, Zeus,” Madden says quietly. “You . . . weren’t my idea.”

You weren’t my idea, either, I say. I’m not sure what that means, but it sounded like I needed to say that right there.

“My mom really wanted me to get a dog for my diabetes, which is so stupid, because I have all this tech that does the same stuff. Two years, I’ve been doing it this way. I mean, I made it to eleven without you.”

I made it to eleven without you, too. Now I’m really confused because I don’t know what any of this means, but I learned in school that it’s very important to mirror what your human does, and I don’t want to mess any of this up. This isn’t how I pictured getting paired with my new human.

I try to puzzle it out like I learned to do in school: all I know is that eleven is a human number. Numbers might as well be clouds, the way they shift and change shape and move out of view. You can’t chew a cloud. I don’t trust anything you can’t chew.

Madden sits. His smell flushes sour, like garbage. Not dangerous, but sad.

At last, he hangs an arm across my neck. He doesn’t pet or pat or scratch me, just . . . hangs his arm over me. Like a buddy. An equal. I perk up.

We’re teammates.

“No offense, buddy, but the way to survive middle school is to lay low. Stay under the radar. Be invisible. Having a huge German shepherd follow you everywhere is way above radar, you know? Geez.”

Survive?

Well, now.

No one told me middle school was a matter of life or death.

And it’s nice to know my dad and Madden agree: being invisible is the best kind of existence. Invisible is safe. That is all the confirmation I need.

I tighten my jaw, lift my chin. You can count on me, Madden. I will not let you down. We will survive. We will remain invisible. You have my solemn vow.

My mission here is clear: keep Madden from standing out in middle school.

“Who wants to go for a ride?” Dave asks the question.

I bark.

We get in a big truck. I am in the back seat, and the windows are down, and I love who wants to go for a ride? so much. But Dave doesn’t get in, too. Dave doesn’t get in, too!

I knew this day was coming, of course. But here it is, surprising me like stinging, icy snowflakes.

I won’t whine. I won’t.

I whine. Dave blinks a couple of times.

I love you, Dave.

“I love you, Zeus. You’re gonna be a superstar.”

We drive away. Dave lives in the prison, so he can’t come with us. Lots of us service dogs are trained in prisons by the people who live there, who never leave there. So now I have to leave Dave behind those bars.

My heart feels like the gravel crunching beneath these tires. Soon, outside rushes in through the window and hugs me with chilly wind, wind that smells like ice cubes and frosty leaves and pale sunshine. My fur tinkles. I feel better, because I have a mission!

Madden’s mother drives. She smells like cleaning chemicals, crisp and blank as paper, and she moves like a ticking clock, tickticktick. Her word is obviously precise. Precise like clicking toenails. Precise like clippers snipping my fur. Yes, that’s her word. It is easy to love someone who is precise. You know exactly what you are getting.

We pull up to a small shack with a man inside. Madden’s mother hands over a tiny plastic card with her picture on it, and the fellow glances at it. “You guys get a pet, Lieutenant?” the man in the small shack says. He smiles at me.

Pet? I am no mere pet. This person obviously doesn’t see my Vest of Importance. I shift so he can see my rank.

“Not exactly,” Madden’s mother says, at the same time Madden says, “Yes.”

Yes? I harrumph. A pet! Madden is . . . maddening. Now I see where he gets his tag.

“Not exactly?” The man in the small house cocks his head and hands the plastic card back to her.

The lieutenant leans her elbow over the window. “I haven’t had a dog in years, Jared. We’ll see how this one works out. They’re amazing, what they can do. I’ve seen it with my own two eyes. But I just like knowing I can pick up and go if I have to, you know?”

Jared smiles. “Military mind and a wandering heart.”

The lieutenant nods curtly. “You know it.” The man salutes, and the lieutenant salutes in return.

We drive down a road where all the houses look the same. Same, same, same. I don’t rely on my sight much to guide me (eyes are the best liars, after all), but I hope our house smells different enough from these others so I can navigate around here. Right now, this is a muddle of sameness. It’s like that time a volunteer took me into the Maze of Mirrors at the county fair while I was still training. I’ve never been so dizzy, seeing all those glass Zeuses! I remember whining a lot.

I should maybe whine now.

But I shouldn’t have worried. We turn into a driveway, and our house smells crisp and sharp, like bleach. So harsh it burns my nostrils a bit, and I sneeze.

“This is it, Zeus,” Madden says, tapping his leg. I am proud of him, knowing right away how to communicate the command come with hand signals. Even though he thinks I’m a pet. I’ll train him. “Come on.”

I leap from the truck and land—brrrr!—on a patch of ice, cold and slickery. I skid, slide, and fall into a prickle bush.

Madden chuckles but asks, “You okay, bud?”

I huff. My breath comes out in an icy puff.

“Let’s go upstairs.”

I follow Madden into the house. I haven’t been in a lot of houses, because I’ve been mainly living in a prison with Dave, but this one feels more like my veterinarian’s office than a place to live. There are no soft cushes on the floor, no colorful things on the wall. The furniture is small and hard and plastic and reminds me of pebbles stuck to my paw. The house is hollow, and it echoes. Echoes make a heart feel lonely.

We trot up the stairs, my toenails click-click-clicking on the cold, wood floors. When we enter Madden’s room, my heart gasps. He has a huge thing hanging from the middle of his ceiling, with nine floating multi-colored spheres bobbing gently in wide circles, all orbiting a big yellow ball. It reminds me of dogs circling, testing out new relationships by not getting too close, but not ceding any power by backing too far away. It feels . . . familiar, but I can’t label it. And I can’t really explain it, but looking at it makes me feel small.

And somehow—somehow!—Madden has brought stars inside. They cover his ceiling, twinkling and blinking. They glow greener in here than they do outside, but this boy has captured stars. I believe I’ve under-estimated him.

Madden plops into a big poof, and it crinkles like a wad of paper. He reaches under his bed, pulls out a box, and swings the lid open. The can he produces opens with a whoosh, and the bubbles fizzing and hissing against the tin can sound like mini firecrackers.

Should I smell smoke?

Madden squints at me. I squint back. “Have you ever had a soda, Zeus?”

I haven’t, but this feels like a challenge somehow, so I respond, Have you ever had mouse guts, Madden?

And then something wild happens. Humans don’t hear dogs; every dog knows that. Infuriating but true, because we are rather brilliant and pithy, and it would make my job oh so much easier if humans could just hear me with those tiny, ineffective ears of theirs. But Madden laughed just then, when I said that, and for a moment—a sliver of a moment—it was like we had talked.

Madden pushes himself out of his chair and grabs a paper cup from his bathroom. He returns and pours brown, firecrackery liquid into it. “Here,” he says, placing the fizzy cup in front of me. “Drink up.”

I sniff it, and bubbles shoot up my nostrils like tiny buzzing gnats. I sneeze. I paw my nose. I rub my face on the carpet. Madden laughs. I squint at him again.

I slurp the liquid. And oh—oh! It is sweet and syrupy and fizzy and it feels like bumblebees dancing on my tongue, light and airy and bubbly and unpredictable and I sneeze sneeze sneeze and I slurp the whole thing up and then chew on the waxy cup. Oh!

I can see how this boy captures stars.

Madden laughs until tears pop out of his eyes. His heart gallops strong and happy. We are joyful and drinking bubbles and capturing stars! Until . . .

Madden’s door swings open.

“Madden Phillip Malone. What in heaven’s name do you think you’re doing?”

The lieutenant stands in the doorway, fists hammered on hips. “Zeus can’t drink soda! And you! Are you kidding? You know what this does to your blood sugar!”

This is the smoke I was supposed to smell earlier.

“It’s diet soda, Mom,” Madden mutters.

The lieutenant sweeps through the room, gathering up my yummy chewy star-filled bubble cup and Madden’s can of firecrackers. She lifts the edge of the blanket on his bed and finds his box, checks its contents.

Her questions pop at him like a yanked leash: “When was the last time you checked your blood sugar? Where’s your test kit? Did you check your CGM? What did it say? Did you bolus? How much insulin did you take?”

Madden mumbles and stumbles across his answers like he’s treading through thick mud, his voice swampy.

“Speak up, son,” the lieutenant says. She huffs. “Mad, it’s cold out, and you know how much harder your body has to work when it’s cold, right?” Then the lieutenant does this odd thing: she chews on her fingernails. Her fingernails, the absolute best part of a human! This is very odd grooming indeed.

The air hangs heavy; the orbs overhead sway. Madden’s mom shakes her head.

“No more people food for Zeus,” the lieutenant says. “He cost too much money to get sick on us. And no more soda, Madden.” She slams his bedroom door—bam!—and stomps away.

“It’s diet soda!” Madden yells after her. He sighs, and I feel all the weight of the wind behind it. He lifts his chin toward the door. “Let me tell you something, Zeus. My mom? In and out of the country for the last ten years. Deployed all the time. She loves her job more than anything.” He stops there for some reason, letting that phrase, more than anything, snap like a too-short leash.

“I’ve lived with my grandparents since I was like three years old . . . ,” he continues. He looks at a photo on his desk, of two people in hiking gear standing on top of a mountain. As he does, his heart, which had the scent of a smoky red coal, cools to simmering orange. “They’re my dad’s parents, not hers,” he adds, “so it gets weird.”

I hear what he’s not saying. Humans do that a lot: not say the things that are actually the most important things. And what Madden not-says is this: My grandparents and my mom don’t belong to each other. They aren’t a pack.

“Yeah, I lived with them until she got reassigned. Here. The army gave her a crummy desk job.”

WHOA WHOA WHOA.

Back up.

The lieutenant, reassigned?

Reassigned is the worst of all the words. Every dog knows that.

I blink at the door she just slammed. Huh. Precise isn’t her label after all. It’s reassigned. Because once you are given that label, it follows you around forever. My forehead crinkles. This is a worrisome new development.

“She’s got to hate it, her new job. She loves traveling and being gone.” That last word, gone, is as hollow as this house. “Her guilt got the best of her, I guess, so she made me move here, too. She hovers over me, when I’ve been managing by myself since my diagnosis two years ago. Nana and PopPop trusted me to handle things myself, but my mom? Total helicopter. And now she made me get you. I mean, a service dog? Really?”

Madden reaches over and scratches under my chin. He’s not supposed to do that while I’m wearing my vest. When I’m wearing my vest, I’m working. But, oh, chin scratches feel like sparks of love. Fingernails. I lift my chin higher. I feel guilty as stolen dog treats for enjoying this in my vest, but c’mon! Fingernails!

“If you were really a pet, I mean, yay! A dog!” Okay, that is a good sign. He knows my true role as a dog of service. “But I don’t need you, Zeus. I don’t need anyone.” At this, he looks at the picture of the hikers again, and his scent changes to a subtle sour smell, like spoiled milk. His words ring of untruth. He needs them.

The colorful orbs float silently above, in the midst of all those green glowy stars. There’s me at the center, and the circles drawn around me, the new humans who are keeping me barely within their orbit: the lieutenant, who isn’t sure about me because she has a runaway heart and I’m a stay! kind of creature, and Madden, who doesn’t like me because I am the opposite of his independence.

This mission is going to be rawhide tough.
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Welcome to Band

Middle school puts the P-U in puberty. My nose happens to be exactly halfway between tail end and armpit on each one of these kids. It’s the “high-sniff” zone. And there are so many hormones it makes my stomach churn like I’ve eaten too much grass. Hormones smell like a newly tarred road on a hot summer day: growth but not yet grown.

The hallways are wide and cold, and the floors are so shiny slick I have to tread lightly, like I’m slipping over an icy puddle. This building looks a lot like Dave’s prison, but with boxes instead of bars.

Hundreds of metal boxes line the halls. Madden keeps his eyes lowered, a submissive stance in dog language. I mirror it as much as I can, but kids keep swooping in front of me, causing me to skid into them.

Madden’s skin is warm but painful, like a sunburn. Embarrassment. Why does his confidence smell as gritty and dry as cat litter?

“Dude, you get to bring your dog to school?”

“Lucky!”

“Can I pet him?”

Madden is supposed to say no, of course. I’m a service animal. I am wearing my vest. I am supposed to receive no attention while on the job. But Madden = maddening. So he says, “Yeah, sure. He loves chin scratches.”

But I don’t—

Zing zap zam!

Oh. Yeah. Chin scratches!

It feels so guilty good, my back leg thumps against the cold slick floor—thumpthumpthump
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