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Marcy

Losing Sam

––––––––
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MARCY THORPE IGNORED the muted TV—now displaying Charlie Rose’s tired face—and contemplated the rest of her day as Sadie, the bulldog, snored and farted and Henry, the pit bull stray, licked her arm. She slowly rose, did a few yoga stretches, then headed toward the study. The Nelson hallway’s too white walls were festooned with family pictures, lined up according to the time line of school—ending with graduation, all the kids appearing relieved to rid themselves of the town. The study was large and, like the hallway, too bold, with cherry red walls and shiny black file cabinets. Elizabeth Nelson’s tedious memoir was still on the screen. Marcy saved it in on her memory stick in a folder marked noneofmybusiness.

Distant rumbles were now louder, more persistent. Leaves tapped the upstairs windows, the house creaked. Marcy had forgotten to check the weather but recalled hearing mention of a storm on the radio. It made her nervous because she had parked the car at the nearby park, let the dogs run it, then walked here. A seven minute walk in light rain was one thing, in heavy rain and wind quite another. She could easily stay in the house for its duration, of course, which would give her time to complete her latest editing consulting project, now two weeks past due. It would also give her time to snoop around the Nelson’s emails, something she hadn’t done in a while since Elizabeth’s memoir had absorbed most of her time. But then again, a walk in a bit of rain never hurt anyone.

Sam, the Welsh corgi, jumped up on the chair, placed his paws on the table, and stared at the memory stick. 

“Sam, there’s nothing there worth your time, boy. Her writing sucks.” 

Sam barked, still staring at the stick. She pushed his paws gently until he dropped to all fours again. Before she could reach for the stick, she felt her phone’s vibration. The iPhone screen revealed a panting golden retriever with the name Elizabeth underneath it.

Marcy’s hello was soft, almost a whisper.

“Marcy?” 

“Ms. Nelson?”

“I’m just calling to check up on Nellie. We’ve heard about the storm. Are you out in it?”

“I’m doing OK.” Marcy went to the door, cracked it to let in the sound of wind blowing through trees. Max, the Wheaten, barked, setting all of them off yet again. “Could you hold on a sec.” Marcy turned her head. “Sam! Control!” Sam nipped at Max. Silence. “No problem.”

“Are those dogs I hear?”

“We’re doing fine.”

“I’m coming home early. I heard about the storm and thought maybe I’d make it home just in case trees fall. I’m sure you’ve heard the warnings on the radio. This is supposed to be a bad one. You may want to take the dogs home now.”

“OK. What time do you think you’ll get back?”

“I’m taking off in a few minutes. Why? Where are you?”

“I’m heading back now, walking to the car.”

The tapping now sounded more like pounding fists on the ceiling.

“Is it coming down hard now? Are you out in the rain?”

“I’m near my car, parked on Battle. We’ve been at the park.”

Now her unreasonable lie made her sound like a reckless dog walker.

“Whatever. Drive safely. I’ll be home soon. Just wanted to tell you what was going on.”

“OK. No problem.”

Marcy shoved her phone into her back pocket, picked up Sam, ran to the den, and quickly began clean-up. The place looked like hell, with the paw prints, mud, dog beds scattered about. She had a lot to do, and she had to do it fast. 

––––––––
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SADIE, THE ENGLISH bulldog, sat like a bullfrog in the wagon, the rest of the dogs trotted ahead on leash—except Sam, who assisted in keeping other dogs relatively organized. Marcy walked way too many dogs—eight, including Henry, the pit bull stray she found and kept at her mom’s house until she located a pet friendly apartment complex. Most of her clients thought she walked four other dogs, but she needed to eat and buy clothes and, OK, a new iPhone. Then there was wine. She had other income, just not enough other income for her needs. The publishing company that had laid her off gave her part-time consulting work. This allowed her to define herself as an editing consultant working as an ostensible full-time dog walker. However, she usually snooped more than she worked and lay around houses more than she walked dogs, which made her, in reality, a full-time nothing working as a part-time liar and computer hacker/snooper. Life depended upon perspective.  

A weak flash of light, followed by a distant crack, then another boom. More rumbles. Sam circled the wagon, ran behind the Wheaten, then returned to her side again. All the dogs now ran ahead of her—making Sadie look as if she were enjoying a ride in an Alaskan dog sled. Marcy considered sitting in the wagon with Sadie, but the sky flashed and she started to trot with the dogs. She counted between flash and sound to estimate the distance. She made it to ten before the crack, which indicated the storm was about ten miles away. Or was it two seconds per mile? She could never remember formulas. Still, she figured she had time to make it to her car. A few cars slowed then passed, the drivers shaking heads at the crowd of dogs the way everyone shakes heads at bunched up bikers on busy roads.

The vibration started up again in her back pocket. She quickly retrieved her cell phone, thinking this was Elizabeth again, now panicked because of the storm. But, no, this time the screen revealed a picture of a young man with tired eyes and scraggly beard.

“Hey, Edward. I got to get the dogs back to the car, so I’m kind of busy. Storm, as you know. Everything OK?”

“Hey, sis. Mom says you have to come over. They say this storm’ll be bad. Ground’s wet, roots soaked. Trees are going to fall. Trees. Down.”

“Don’t worry. I can handle a storm. Tell Mom, I’ll call later.”

“We think these big storms are global warming storms, but no one has looked into weather manipulation. No one. Russia has been doing this type of thing for years.” 

Marcy gently pulled a wet string of hair from her eyes. The rain was now coming down harder, more consistent. Her shirt felt heavy, the dogs were looking thin and clean. Wet dogs always look thin and clean in a rain, whereas Marcy looked swollen and dirty. She thought about this as her brother talked, because his talking could rarely be tolerated unless one thought about something else. 

“Marcy? Are you there? Russia is working our atmosphere, don’t you agree? I asked a question. It’s a big one, too, this time, my sis.”

“Edward, is Mom worried about the oak tree out by the den window again? She always gets nervous about that tree. Tell her it’s survived several storms.”

“That has nothing to do with my question. And Mom is OK with the storm, Marcy. She is OK with everything. Too OK. Too complacent.”

“Did you take your meds this morning, or just some? Tell me what you took and what you didn’t.”

Breathing. Silence. Marcy’s mother’s voice droned in the background. “ . . . wet . . . fired . . .” Or maybe her mother said “tired,” not “fired” and Marcy was thinking fired because that was what was going to happen to her if she didn’t get all the dogs home. 

“Edward?”

“Sis, I think what you and Mom do is change the subject. I’m talking about serious things here. I am not lost. And is Henry with you? He may be scared of storms.”

A distant boom. Two dogs barked. 

“Henry is not scared of anything. Look, no more phone calls. I’ve got to walk the dogs back to the park, get my car, because, like an idiot I parked my car next to it.”

“Are you saying you were like an idiot when you parked at a park? Or, are you saying parking at a park makes you like an idiot. I would have driven to the house.”

“I was thinking a run in the park, a little walk, may be good for the dogs.”

“Not in a storm, my sis. Not in a storm. If you had a weather app, you would know when to walk and when to lounge. Me? I simply follow Russia.”

“Bye, Edward.” 

Marcy shoved the phone in her back pocket and tried to concentrate on walking fast and efficient. She usually liked this walk in the Nelson neighborhood, not just because she always took a pit stop to work and snoop through Elizabeth Nelson’s private life, but also because the homes were massive, their hedges and gardens bucolic. Many were set back on generous open land, unlike other neighborhoods where mansions were huddled behind ramparts of stone walls or verdant hemlocks. Instead, these large estates were unobstructed. She thought that said something about these rich people, something decent and sociable. She imagined they waved at passersby, tossed balls to dogs. But she didn’t like this neighborhood today, the storm made the homes appear lonely, the passing cars rude. 

It happened fast. Rain, then pounding, forceful water. Buckets of water. The wind rose in tandem with water volume. The air pushed at her chest. It made noises she had never heard before. She had to constantly steady herself with the wagon handle.

“This will be over soon,” she said in her head, or maybe she said it out loud. She was always talking to the dogs, which probably indicated craziness, but only if she told someone. “This will be over soon.” 

She could now make out the park’s huddled trees swaying with the wind. Her car was parked on Battle Avenue which bordered the park. Just a few more moments and they would be in a dry place. 

“Dogs like being wet, anyway, right? It’s kind of like swimming.” 

Sam looked up at her as he trotted. She figured Sam was the only dog who knew humans were not supposed to actually talk to dogs, and if they did, they were actually talking to themselves, similar to dogs growling at their tails. 

The crack this time was strong and felt right behind them. The clouds were no longer billowing in the distance but covering the entire sky. When she finally approached her van, the dogs started barking, pulling on her leash. Marcy did what she always did when the dogs went wild—cuss and scream—hoping perhaps that the dogs would interpret this as leadership and obey. Sam ran by her side and sat. But the others continued to pull on her leash and bark. She slid the door open, reached inside her van, grabbed a box of liver flavored biscuits, and raised it in the air. 

“Lots of fucking food!” she screamed. A crazy woman was one thing, but a crazy woman with food was quite another. It didn’t take long to shove them all into the van.  

After all the dogs were in, Marcy reached into her pocket. That was when she noticed it. Her pocket only contained her keys, which was OK because she needed keys but not OK because what was always next to her keys was her memory stick. It was not in her pocket because it was back at Elizabeth Nelson’s house, probably right on top of the keyboard where she had left it, sitting in full view, as if asking Elizabeth to please pick it up. She imagined Elizabeth plugging it in, looking through its contents, clicking on noneofmybusiness folder, because that is what people do, right? They see something that is none of their business and they go right to it. Isn’t everyone a voyeur? Marcy thought the answer was yes, because if it was no, that meant perhaps something was wrong morally with her. 

She considered her options as she started the car and felt the weight of her wetness. She was not only heavy with rain water, but also painfully hungry. She hadn’t eaten breakfast and the dog biscuits were looking pretty good. She wondered if one bite would give her some bacterial infection. An intermittent gust of wind rocked the van, and thunder rumbled again overhead. The dogs panted heavily, which added another foul odor to the air already filled with the smell of wet fur, dog farts, urine, and something metallic. She wanted them home and her back in her apartment, maybe in her bed with a good book. But she had to at least try to return to the Nelson’s home. There was a chance Elizabeth had not left work yet. She would have to try to beat her there. 

Lightning flashed and a crack came within two seconds, a bad sign. The bulldog started barking, followed by the herder, then Lab. Soon, all dogs were whining or barking.  

“Shut the fuck up!” Marcy screamed. 

More barking. Another gust of wind rocked the van. Behind her, a dog shook, spraying more wet dirt around the car. 

“I need cooperation here! So, here is the deal everyone.” 

The bulldog barked. Sam snipped. Growling ensued. 

“Enough. Hey! I’ve had it. This is an emergency!” she screamed. 

Silence finally. At some point, crazy humans scare dogs into silence. She had reached that point. 

A ripping sound now, then a thud. A few hundred yards, a tree lay supine across the road.  

Marcy put her van in gear, raced down the street, took a turn onto Langley Avenue, which would route her back to Anderson Road, which connected to Armory Street, where the Nelson’s lived. But there was a problem. A police officer, dressed in yellow rain gear, was cordoning the area. In the distance, a large white pine lay on the road, its branches and twigs scattered around contiguous property. At least the dogs were now sitting quietly, a few lying down. Marcy checked Google maps, which revealed only one other route back to the Nelsons—unfortunately it went through someone’s back yard. She could simply drive around the cordoned area, over the small branches and twigs, and cut slightly through the property that edged the street. Of course, the police officer presented a problem, and that problem was now approaching her car. She rolled down the window when he tapped on it.

“You can’t get through here, ma’am. Got to turn this around.” A foul weather jacket covered his frame; its hood flopped over his head loosely, stopping right at his eyebrows. Marcy only saw his sharp blue eyes and reddish beard, a penumbra that looked two days old. His eyes, beard, way of being, seemed young, perhaps a few years older than Marcy, which made her consider flirting her way around the tape, but then again, she was a soggy dog walker who now smelled like dirt and dog fart.  

“That pit bull yours? It doesn’t have a license tag.”

“Why are you asking about my pit bull? You see pit bull, you assume a woman cannot own it? Or do you assume it’s dangerous? That’s called profiling, you know.”

“Are you going to answer my question?”

“I’ve got to get home, so I’d like to chat about dogs, but no can do.” 

“You’re going to have a hard time getting home. Trees are down everywhere and some are still falling.”

“So what do I do?”

“I don’t know. I just know you can’t get through here.” Henry for some reason barked. He always remained quiet next to her when she drove. But now he decides to bark at a police officer. “Why doesn’t that dog have a collar? Where’s his license tag?” 

“His name is Henry. I accidentally pulled off his leash getting him in the car.” Edward lost the collar, but she was not about to get into Edward with a cop.

The officer stared at Henry, Henry barked back. Could a police officer arrest a dog? Could he arrest Marcy for having a pit bull that barks? 

Marcy said, loud, “Hey!” She poked Henry’s shoulder, but he didn’t budge. 

“Can you step out of the car for me,” the officer said. 

“Can you tell me why I have to step out? Are you charging me with something?”

“I need to check the license of your dog.”

“It’s not my dog. And it’s raining.” 

“You’re not going to get out of the car?”

“And you’re not going to protect and serve? There’s a huge storm going on right now. I’ve got to get these dogs home. I think your profiling of my pit bull is distracting you from real police business.”

“Great advice. That is quite a mouth you’ve got on you.”

“I am wet and dirty, and I’ve got to get this dog you’re concerned about to his owner.”

“Let’s see. Just give me his owner’s name and I’ll follow up later. Make sure he’s properly licensed.”

Henry stood and barked again. Sam barked, then the Lab started up. 

“Hey!” Marcy shouted. “You’re going to get me arrested.” 

Henry and Sam stopped. The Lab whined. The rain picked up again. Henry barked. 

“Oh forget it. Just turn this around and drive,” the officer finally said, then dropped his flashlight and turned away. 

Marcy backed up slowly, turned her car, then, because she had no other alternative, because she suspected there was no other way back to the Nelsons, and because she had a tendency to behave badly when panicked, she sped to the right, around the cordoned area, across the corner of a yard, through a space between the supine tree and the edge of woods. She didn’t look in the rear view mirror, only in front of her. She imagined the police officer wondering whether it was worth a chase, but deciding, no, who cares. She kept her thoughts and car moving forward, operating on instinct. But now her rear view mirror flashed color—red and blue. She jammed down on the accelerator. 

Marcy was no longer simply an unemployed dog walking voyeur. She had metamorphosed into a criminal, a stray dog owner, pit bull stray dog owner with no proper papers, and someone who was on the run. She would be charged with reckless driving, stealing strays, trespassing, talking sassy to an officer. He would probably beat Henry, maybe even shoot him, because why not, who wouldn’t understand an officer shooting a pit bull? He would say it was self-defense. She would have to get it all on her iPhone video. Now she would not make it back, and Elizabeth Nelson would arrive home, see the memory stick on the keyboard, then notice her cell phone voicemail alert—which would be the police informing her the dog walker was in jail for sassy talk, running away and owning a stray pit bull. He would say the dog jumped him so he had to kill it. Elizabeth Nelson would inform the officer that she just discovered that the dog walker had read her memoir, so there would be another charge—reading memoirs without permission. Marcy would probably have to spend at least three years in jail. But most importantly, Henry would be dead. A dead profiled pit bull. All of these thoughts flooded her brain within seconds. 

Another crack of thunder. And then another crack of something else—something heavy yet fragile. The rear view mirror revealed the officer, out of his car now. It was hard to tell but there seemed to be something in his hand. She leaned close the mirror. A gun. He had a gun drawn? 

Marcy screeched onto the next street, then another, then the Nelson’s street. In the distance she could make out the fallen tree a few yards past their driveway, but no cordoned tape yet. When she reached the house, Sam hopped over the far seat, put his paws on the top of the passenger seat back, then craned his head around it to view Henry, who sneered at him but didn’t bite or even growl, as if he knew things had gotten crazy. Tails stopped wagging. There was a strong fresh urine odor. Someone peed. The Lab had a talent for peeing in small spurts.  

“No. Everyone stay right here. I’ll be back.” She hopped out, ran to the back door, tapped in the security number, opened the door, oblivious to any noise except the thunder overhead. Of course if there had been no thunder, if she were not still agitated by the police chase, if she were not wondering if any minute a police car would be pulling up the driveway, she would have noticed the BMW’s windshield in the garage’s pane glass window she passed en route to the back door. 

After taking off her shoes, she entered the basement, glancing immediately over at the dog bed expecting to see Nellie, but not seeing Nellie. It was when she opened her mouth to yell Nellie, that she heard it. The footsteps. Then the door at the top of the stairs opening. Marcy crammed her body into the coat closet, closed the door, dropped to the ground, and pushed herself into a corner, fully expecting the door to open for a coat. 

“Come, sweet cakes. Come see Mama. What a storm, right, Nell? Are you scared, muffin? You are such a good girl, yes you are, yes you are.”

Marcy couldn’t decide what was worse, being forced to listen to inane dog baby talk, or her growing fear that the voice would move down the hall to the computer room where it would change from dog baby talk to cussing and screaming after the memory stick was noticed then inserted into the computer. Marcy could of course open the door and distract her, tell Elizabeth she had been hiding as a joke. 

“Sweet girl, you stay. Mama has to turn on the generator so we can watch TV.”

Marcy talked to her dogs, too, but only when stressed, and Sam seemed to get her. Elizabeth was not stressed and Nellie was not getting her, so the talk appeared psychotic. Any minute the dogs back in her van would bark. Why weren’t they barking? Thunder again. Now she heard footsteps moving to the back of the room. The generator was stored in a shed at the other end of the house, reached by another door in the basement. If Elizabeth went to the shed, Marcy would have time to run to the computer room, snatch her memory stick. She could now hear the far door creak open then close. Marcy opened the closet door. Nellie was right there panting.

“Hey, girl,” Marcy whispered, slipping herself out. She reached in her pocket, pulled out a liver treat, and jammed it into Nellie’s mouth. Nellie inhaled it.  

As she brought one foot in the direction of the computer room, the far door creaked again, which created a situation where an immediate decision had to be made. Memory stick or escape. Marcy chose escape. It was a quick, panicked decision based upon complete terror. She stuck another liver treat in Nellie’s mouth, opened the back door, ran to her car, noticing the open door but car full of quiet dogs. In fact, half the dogs were sleeping. Thunder again, but now another noise, like a loud buzz saw. Elizabeth had started the generator. She was probably standing next to it, which meant the generator noise would provide the cover needed to start her car and leave. Which she did.  

––––––––
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IT TOOK FORTY minutes to make it out of the Nelson neighborhood and to the other side of town where five of her dogs lived. Downed trees, cordoned lanes, and slow traffic all contributed to miserable driving. Misery was also enhanced by Marcy’s fear of all things police. She assumed they were all aware of a wild woman with dogs, including a pit bull, driving around cordoned streets and ignoring police officer orders. Any hint of police activity resulted in immediate rerouting. 

She didn’t notice it until after she dropped off Margaret Wilder’s lab. The Wilders commuted to New York, which made their home—a 8500 square foot monstrosity with comfortable leather upholstery and a huge high definition TV—one of Marcy’s favorite lounge spots. Marcy turned off her engine in the driveway and considered waiting out the storm here. It had been a while since she read Margaret Wilder’s memoir anyway (She was in Elizabeth’s town library writing group, apparently). Margaret was a good writer, better than Elizabeth Nelson. Her memoir was not purposefully edited into quotidian boredom, but rather wryly written and unapologetic. Intimate descriptions of delicious affairs, dysfunctional extended family, wild parties with unstable social celebrities. Its progress was slow though, and sometimes one chapter didn’t quite follow the previous, as if Margaret had forgotten what she had written. The disorganization was probably due to Margaret’s benzo addiction. Marcy had found three bottles in the bathroom cabinet. She had poured a few into her purse.  

She noticed it when she opened the door to let out Margaret’s dog. She realized her crowded van seemed just a bit less crowed than it should have been at this point. There was one yap missing. One smell gone. One less nip. 

“Sam,” she said. Nothing. 

Henry barked. The Australian herder jumped over the front seat and sniffed around. Marcy crawled into the back seats, bent over, looked under the seats, as if miraculously the corgi squeezed his long body under them. 

“Sam!” she screamed. “Sam! Sam!” She stopped screaming as the reality hit her. She laid her head on the steering wheel. 

––––––––
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LIFE NEVER CHANGED gradually. One did not lose a job over a year. Well, if one had paid attention, the dead-end direction of a lost job would have been apparent. But for those who never paid attention, the metamorphoses of life happened in a breath. You breathed in and you were just a regular dog walker—who, yes, had a mouth, and, OK, snooped and hacked on occasion, and admittedly didn’t walk dogs as often as required—you breathed out and you were the infamous town dog walker (wanted by the police) who lost Sam. 
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Chapter 2
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Sam

The escape

––––––––
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THERE ARE BOOMS in the sky that are extraordinarily annoying and add to my present discomfiture. If I were not running and in a more tranquil state, the constant bursts of rumbling would not bother me but would instead, perhaps, lead to a pondering of the metaphorical significance of this unraveling in the dark sky above us. 

I am running a bit obsessively because I seem to be unable to stop running. I was in the house earlier, and the booms were not as annoying, but now I am not in the house, I am wet, uncomfortably so, and booms are distracting, to say the least. Did I mention I am running? Running makes my world view quite limited. Wet dirt, stumps, grass, weed. Stump, grass, weed, tree. My scenery rushes by me, a verdant wet blur, if you will. Another boom, a flash of light, a tree, weeds. Oh dear. I seem to be unable to stop. It’s a corgi trait—running, discursive thoughts, limited attention span. A genetic proclivity of sorts.

Let me back up and elaborate a bit. I am running in part due to several booms in the sky, which I understand results from storms. I am not an idiot. I am not a clueless dog who thinks explosions are occurring in the air, mind you. I realize we had a storm. We had a storm, then a car ride, then some rather strange human, a “chosen” one, in a long yellow-ish coat and yellow-ish cap (my spectrum is limited, mind you, but color is not necessary to my understanding of the world, and actually allows for a more unbiased approach. But that is beside the point), chasing us until we ended up at Nellie’s house where Bosslady went crazy. I do not believe Bosslady is crazy, although there have been moments when the word unstable came to mind. While I am a dog, I am a corgi dog, so human words do not evade me. Unstable humans are allowed to roam free, and these humans can be quite functional. Bosslady is a very functional unstable human. But today, Bosslady went a bit batshit crazy. Excuse my language. She parked the car, opened door, left said door open, which in my world is a clear invitation to follow, so I did. Once inside, I ran down the hallway to the room she plays in often. I jumped up on a chair and it was then that I finally noticed Bosslady was not behind me, and in fact Bosslady was not anywhere. Bosslady had disappeared. After I noticed Bosslady had disappeared, I noticed another smell, a sweet smell this time. I started to trot out to greet this sweet smell, but I heard, “Hey, sweetcakes . . .” Baby talk. Insulting, mind numbing baby talk. Rubbish. I froze in place, deciding it best to avoid the baby talking human, whom I assumed was the one Nellie believes is her real “mommy.” I heard more baby talk, more chatter, which made me wonder if perhaps most humans were a bit unstable, like Bosslady, all talking to dogs who could not possibly translate because they were not born with the corgi gift.

So, during all this chaos, I noticed Bosslady’s miniature stick laying on the table by the machine toy she played with. So I put tiny stick in mouth. It is what dogs do. Put stick in mouth. 

She liked this tiny thing. She liked to take it out of her treat box where she kept it and play with it on the big square machine. But today she didn’t play with it as much, as she was too busy dealing with all the impertinent ones. Mind you, I am not usually this judgmental. But in order to do my job, I have to call the world as I see it. Dogs, other dogs, tend to be a bit impertinent at times. It’s a trait a bit more obvious in certain breeds. I am not a bigot mind you. I am quite the progressive!

So I was comfortable because, while no Bosslady was in sight, and Nellie’s “Mommy” seemed strange, I had stick in mouth. I suddenly received a generous whiff of Bosslady, then a door opened and closed. Then nothing. No smell of Bosslady anymore, so I trotted out into the den. 

The stick did not taste sweet or even bitter. It tasted like that shiny coin I almost swallowed once. I did not love this taste, nor the tiny stick, but what can I say? When there is confusion, I go for stick. I just do. So, I sat in the middle of now empty basement with stick in mouth, contemplating my existence, or our entire existence here among the human material possessions, all while outside great winds tossed the earthly possessions, which made a profound metaphorical statement. Sticks keep me in the present, and the present sometimes brings on existential thoughts. Anyway, I digress. So, I sat there a while pondering, because I do that when in the present, particularly when with a stick. I pondered why Bosslady carried this puny stick around in our treat box and then when we were occupied, shoved it into the table machine? I pondered this as I sucked on it. I also pondered why anyone would make such a small stick, one that fit quite nicely in my mouth.  

Suddenly, Nellie’s mommy opened the back door, causing me to run back to the far room then back to the den. Nellie, now on the dog bed, lifted her head to observe my active body, then plopped it back down. See, I was with stick! And when a human opens a door and us dogs are with stick, game is on! I ran around the sofa, then back to the computer room, then heard angry human talk. I kept stick in mouth, ran under table, and lowered my body to the ground, which, mind you, took limited effort as I am already quite close to the ground. 

“Goddamn generator’s almost out of gas, Nell. Fuck that. You’d think Larry would at least think of gas. He never remembers anything. Sweetcakes, you stay here. I’ll be right back.” Footsteps. Door. Nellie standing up. Silence. 

So, I figured the human left because of the necessity of gas, which I found strange. When life is not regular, one cannot predict human behavior. So, human prediction is close to impossible during storms, booms, human fights, or any number of sudden accidents. Actually, I must say, in my opinion, (and this is controversial, mind you) humans are unpredictable most of the time, unless you are predicting the behavior of one of the so called “anal” humans. (I learned “anal” from one of my dog friends. It does not mean lovely smell, it means overly bossy and organized.) Bosslady is not anal. I like Bosslady. My mom, or owner, is anal. 

I digress again. 

Let me continue. I realized at this point that I was in a peculiar position, because I was stuck in a house that was not my own. I dropped the stick, ran to the door, put my paws on it, and bounced, but the door was shut and there is no opening a door once shut. Just cannot be done. My thinking was distorted and I found myself drifting into a sort of panic, which I am ashamed to admit. I am usually a calm dog. Progressive and calm. I looked down at the stick on the floor and wondered if I should just leave it there. It was too small. It tasted bad, smelled like Bosslady sweat with a touch of dirt, nothing at all special or appetizing. It was basically worthless, but it was Bosslady’s stick and Bosslady was an exceptional human. She did favors for us, fed me junk food, put me in charge of the pack, talked to me. So, what the hell, I kept it in my mouth, figuring I would bury it somewhere for her, keep it safe. 

Then it occurred to me, there with stick in mouth, that I was not simply stuck in a house, I was stuck at Nellie’s house. I was now living with Nellie! Would I now be stuck at Nellie’s forever? Nellie and me always here? Not that I didn’t like Nellie. Goldens are OK, just a bit too eager to please for my taste. What do you want to do? I’ll do anything you want to do. You want to play. OK I’ll play. You want to sleep. I can do that too. They’re not hyper, so that’s good, but they’re just too happy. I can see why the humans like them. They are a bit naïve. Most all goldens I’ve met think the humans are their real “moms.” It’s quite embarrassing. They don’t listen to reason. This loyalty and naiveté make humans feel warm and loved. Corgis make humans feel dumb. I’ve been told this.  

I decided I could not live with a golden forever. Mind you, I am not a bigot. Truly, I am not. It’s just that it is not a good time for my life to change that dramatically. One must sieve through life’s options. 

“Look, Nellie,” I said, “I need to get out. I need to find the Bosslady who for some reason forgot me.” 

“I don’t leave the house, ever, unless Mommy lets me out, and then I can’t go anywhere because of the sting air near the road. You can’t leave the yard because if you cross that wall? Your neck is fried.”

“Nellie,” I said, slowly so she would understand me. “It’s the collar. The collar with the box attached to it? If you can determine the proper way to remove this attachment, you will not feel the discomfort of a sting.” 

She stopped panting to consider my wisdom. She looked at a place on the wall, then lay back down, as if contemplating my theory was too tiring. Deep thoughts are painful for breeds who are eager to please. Again, please know I am not a bigot. This is simply a fact. 

I said, “Look, Nellie, if you really have to leave—if your mom is in danger and you have to leave to find her and get her out of danger—what do you do?” We all know how to leave a house. We pretend we don’t know. Like at my house? I can get the patio door open. Owner rarely bolts it. In a panic I can do it. 

“If I really have to leave, I just jump out the window in Mom’s room, but you’d break your legs. No offense, OK? I am not trying to insult you, Sam. Don’t get mad. But those legs cannot take too much crashing around. Don’t get sensitive about this.”

“My legs are of no concern of yours, Nellie.” What the hell? The dogs were always getting on my ass about my legs. 

“When Mom’s friend came over with one of those hotdogs, he got out here,” Nellie said, still looking at the wall. She slowly got up and touched the window over the sofa with her nose. She put her paws on the window, and it popped out. “It’s never locked.” 

The rain flowed through the window and onto the back of the couch. Nellie’s paws got wet so she jumped off and licked them. The back of the couch turned a darker color. Nellie rolled over on her side, and I leapt up on the sofa, then out the window. After burying the stick in the garden real quick—under the bush that smelled like rabbit, a touch of Nellie slobber, and fox pee—the booms startled me. The startle triggered a bit of panic, which is unusual, as I have told you, very unusual. But these booms were very loud, and cacophony contributes to temporary discomfiture, which is a major reason for all the wild running.  

I am still wildly running. I cannot stop. I have tried, but I cannot stop running. Rain pounds my back. Ice bounces around the ground. The air shakes, the ground moves. Something from the sky explodes. The trees bend, a large branch misses me by a few feet. Light falls down in front of me. Sparks glitter around me. At the edge of one yard, a big tree falls on a house. Then another one falls. More booms in the sky. I keep running. Pee, a touch of vomit wafts to me. There is also some sausage with lots of garlic in the air. These whiffs come and go and come and go. They are driving me nuts.

Another loud noise. Another crack. I run. 

This is not normal rain. It is thousands and thousands of garden hoses in the sky, all turned full force. It is wind and branches at my feet. 

I try to calm myself down. I say, “Sam, stop, make it to a street and stop, you can’t just run, you have to cease all motion, ole boy, stop, think where you’re going. Stay in the present, Sam. In the moment.” But I cannot listen to myself. I can only run. I am on one street, then another, then another. I never see Bosslady’s car. I never see anything but wet ground, bushes, bark, limbs, fences, pavement. 

I realize I do not know where I am running. This isn’t like the times I wondered away from my own house and came back. That was my neighborhood, so I always knew where I was in relation to my house. But now I am not in my neighborhood. I am in Nellie’s neighborhood. I have no idea where I am in relation to anything. 

Basically, I am lost. And it is loud. And I cannot stop running.
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Chapter 3
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Marcy

Lies

––––––––
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MARCY HELD HER iPad in one hand as she paced her den, back and forth, back and forth. She and Henry were taking a quick break before heading out one more time to look for Sam. The break was needed to establish plans. Lie plans for the inevitable phone calls concerning the missing dog. Movement helped concentration, and she needed concentration when immersed in lies which inevitably grew like vines on a trellis. Each lie on her trellis was critical because it had to be backed up by other lies, which branched into yet more lies, then more, depending upon questions asked by outside parties. She stopped walking and sat down, leaned over and rubbed Henry’s back. 

The storm had ceased, all dogs back at their warm and cozy houses. She had driven around the circumference of Nelson neighborhood twice, careful never to pass in front of the house or Langley, where the dreaded police incident took place. Several roads were littered with downed trees and branches, making driving treacherous. She stepped out of the car a few times and yelled, “Sam!” But nothing. When she had finally returned to her apartment, her superintendent was standing by her door all self-righteous and eager to lecture her about the no dog rule again. 

“We allow exceptions in emergencies for people such as yourself. I am not evil, Marcy. I know you think we’re evil for putting our foot down about this rule. But dog smell gets into these apartments and is hard as shit to get out. We can’t rent stinky apartments.” He gave her a few more hours, but then Henry had to leave. She had lied and agreed. She needed Henry more than a few hours because he was critical to finding Sam. 

God, Sam. She could not stop thinking about Sam. He was a herder, and thus loved to roam, which meant there was no telling where he had wandered off to, but she was hopeful he would remember how to get back to the park, where she usually took the dogs for a quick run. So, that was the next step—go to the park, let Henry run around sniffing, until he found him, maybe under a bush or something. Or Sam would see them, run out, bark. Voilà! Life back to normal.

Marcy led Henry back to her car and managed to make it to the park entrance after taking several detours due to downed trees and branches. She parked on a side street, let Henry out and watched as he ran about the park’s circumference, sniffing at the wet grass, lapping up water from dirty puddles. The air was crisp, slightly cool. The storm had altered the park’s appearance, blanketed the baseball field with limbs, twigs, leaves. There were several trees supine across the land, a few with their massive roots ripped from the earth. Their thick intransigent trunks, so majestic when alive, now looked defeated and sad. The tendrils of ripped up roots hanging loosely from the trunk’s muddy ends exacerbated the already macabre and depressing post-storm atmosphere.  

“Sam!” Marcy screamed. “Sam! I need you! Now! You gotta come. Now. I will feed you! Wanna treat?” Her screams only brought Henry back to her, as if he figured running somehow was a good thing that led to treats. She walked toward a grassy knoll that edged the baseball field and screamed again. She ran to the building and screamed Sam’s name at the crawl space. She yelled at Henry, “Go get Sam, Henry. Go get Sam!” Henry wagged his tail, ran around in a circle and came back, jumped up on her, grabbed her sleeve and pulled. She shouted, “Stop!” Nothing. He jumped on her again. She said no. He barked.  

She yelled at Henry again, then took off jogging around the park, thinking there was a chance she would simply run around and find Sam because he would sense her hysteria and run toward it. Sam was very good at sensing her hysteria. While Henry seemed to understand they were looking for something, the name, “Sam,” didn’t seem to trigger any recognition on his part. She couldn’t recall teaching any of the dogs the names of other dogs. They only knew their own names. Of course, how does one teach another dog the name of a friend? Still, Henry did seem to understand something was lost, because after he sniffed everywhere, he
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