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None of this would have happened if my mom had let me get a dog. It was such a reasonable request. Linda Percy’s cocker spaniel had puppies and she was selling them for practically nothing. Linda Percy lived in the neighborhood behind ours. My friends and I lived in Bird Place where all of the streets are named after birds. My mom told me that Bird Place was a mistake and that’s why it’s a strange little rectangle cut off from the rest of the city. We have four parallel streets–Ibis, Blue Jay, Sea Gull, and Scrub Jay–connected to one perpendicular street, Sand Hill Road. (Parallel and perpendicular are really cool words.)  Sand Hill Road is named after the tall sandhill cranes that roam around Central Florida. They’re a protected species so we’re not allowed to even talk to them. Sand Hill the road is two words, while sandhill the cranes are one word, and that’s another mistake, Mom says.

Bird Place is surrounded by a highway, a ditch (which my mom says is a canal because it sounds nicer), and a thick, concrete block wall. Hemmed in, you might say. Trapped.  And in the very back, behind Scrub Jay Road, we have the best, thickest woods a kid could want. Behind the woods there’s a fence the fancy people put up, to keep us out of their neighborhood. But the fence has a big hole in it, because you can’t keep us Bird people penned in. Every time we crawl through the hole, though, Mr. Tanturo calls us hooligans and yells at us to get off his lawn. But maybe we run across his back yard too much. It’s easier to get to the convenience store on Parr Avenue via Mr. Tanturo’s yard, for one thing. And a few houses down from his, Linda Percy had puppies. And even though I had two cats, Fletch and Gnarly, I really wanted a dog. I thought Fletch and Gnarly would love a dog.

“Don’t you think Fletch and Gnarly would love a dog?” I asked Rudy.

Rudy Albee was my best friend. Wherever Alfie Whitaker went, Rudy Albee went too. And if Alfie Whitaker wanted a dog, well...

“And Busby,” Rudy said. Busby was his cat. “Cats love dogs, right?”

“Right.” I wasn’t completely sure about that. But it had to be true if I was going to get a dog that summer.

Linda Percy was smiling at us from where she sat in the grass behind her house while we ran around with her puppies. She was tall and old–in high school, like Rudy’s brother Grant who had the biggest crush on her you wouldn’t believe. In fact, if Grant knew Rudy and I were hanging out over at Linda Percy’s house–puppies or no puppies–he’d pound us good. Grant liked to pretend he didn’t like Linda. Grant liked to pretend she didn’t exist.

“All the spaniels are spoken for,” Linda said.

“You mean we can’t have one?” Rudy said.

She shook her head. “Sorry.”

“But there are other dogs,” I told Rudy. Bigger dogs. Really big dogs.

Even before my mom said, “No. Absolutely not,” Sarah and Natalie laughed at our idea and warned us that our parents wouldn’t let us get dogs.

Sarah Johnston and Natalie Hunt had just graduated from sixth grade, like Rudy and me. Together, we were the neighborhood Twits. We didn’t know twits was an insult when we first got the name. It started out as The Tweets because of the streets in our neighborhood. Birds. Sarah and Natalie came up with the name, but Grant and his scary friend, Brian ‘The Alien’ Watley, said Twits and that was the name that stuck. For years, the four of us were the only kids our age in Bird Place. We were proudly The Twits. Wherever you saw one, you’d always find the others. But it felt like this summer would be the last time we’d be together. Like...together together, if you know what I mean. This was the last summer we could just be...kids. I had a feeling seventh grade wasn’t going to be any fun. At all.

We left Linda Percy’s puppies and headed through the neighborhood to my house on Sea Gull Rd. to make our dog demands. Rudy let me go first. He said I was the one to test the waters. If my parents said yes to a dog, he just knew his parents would go along with the idea and we’d both have puppies within the week. Sarah and Natalie joined us as we sat out front, on the sidewalk, working out exactly how I could convince my mom that a dog was what our house was missing.

“Dogs will bark when a stranger comes into your yard,” Rudy said.

“Dogs bark all day and night,” Sarah said with a smirk. She was always so bossy. And the way she’d push her glasses farther up her nose when she said something particularly smart made her sound especially snotty. But it usually turned out that Sarah knew what she was talking about.

“You can train a dog to attack on command,” Rudy said. He really liked that idea.

“Dogs bite people,” Sarah said.

“Who hurt you?” I asked her.

Everybody, even Sarah, laughed at that. Mostly because she was the one who usually said it to somebody else. But there was one thing Sarah must have known: My mom did not want a dog.

“Dogs need a lot of attention,” Mom said, standing in the kitchen. She didn’t even turn away from the stove where she was stirring the spaghetti sauce, one hand on the spoon and the other on her hip. “They have to be walked at least twice a day.”

“I’ll walk it.”

“And played with.”

“I’ll play with it.”

“And bathed.”

“I’ll–wait. Bathed?”

“Yes. Bathed. With soap and water. And their hair has to be kept trimmed.”

“Hair trimmed? Are you sure?”

She sighed. “I suppose it depends on the type of dog you get. But no, Alfie. Absolutely not. We’re cat people.”

It was hard to argue with that...because it was true. Cat people and dog people, my mom always said, were two different sorts of beasts. Dog people are sociable. They like to be outdoors. They take their dogs with them when they go places. And they meet other dog people at dog parks. Cat people like to be cozy inside their homes, just like cats, she said. They’d as soon curl up on the sofa with a book as go out to a party. And that pretty much described my parents.

But I thought maybe we weren’t totally cat people. I said, “We have a hamster, too.” It was my sister Pearl’s hamster. Her name was Cow. My sister thinks Cow looks like a brown and white cow. I suppose she’s a little bit right.

“There you go, Alfie,” Mom said. “If you want another pet, try something small.”

“A small dog?”

She turned to glare at me and banged her spoon against the sauce pot. “Smaller. Like a mouse or a hermit crab.”

“Maybe,” I said. I was disappointed. But this new option didn’t sound all that bad.

“But just like Cow stays in Pearl’s room, your pet will have to stay in your room with the door closed so Fletch and Gnarly won’t eat it.”

I shuddered, remembering the Great Cow Panic of 2017. Cow was rogue! Out of her cage–the little wheel standing eerily silent. Mom grabbed Fletch (we didn’t have Gnarly yet) and shut him in the hall bathroom and we searched the house like starving people after a hidden meatball. Suddenly, it occurred to Mom that Cow could be in the hall bathroom with Fletch! My sister Pearl wailed; my father begged for calm; I shouted, “Open the door! Open the door!” And Mom let out this weird whine that scared us all. She opened the bathroom door, only a sliver at first, then more and more until we saw it! Fletch, in the bathtub, looking at us as if we’d gone mad, which I think we had.

“Meow,” he said.

“I found him!” Pearl screamed from her bedroom. Cow was in the closet cleaning his whiskers.

Yes. Having a small pet presented problems. So, I had one last chance. “Fletch and Gnarly wouldn’t try to eat a dog.”

My mom smiled and for a second I thought I’d cracked her. But apparently not. “I’m sorry, Alfie. I really don’t want a dog. I can’t fully express to you how much I do not want a dog.”

I slumped into a lump in the kitchen. “Oh, okay. Maybe I’ll go outside and find a toad or something.”

Only I didn’t get a toad. I caught a lizard. Which means Franken Lizard was all my mom’s fault.
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Rudy knew, as soon as I flopped myself out the front door, that the answer was no. His face seemed to melt.

“Aw, man,” he said.

I sat down on the driveway and shrugged. “She said I could get something small–like a hamster.”

“Hamster, shmanster, Alfie. We’re young men in the prime of our lives! We deserve to be dog owners.”

Sarah snorted and Natalie pulled a sleeve of saltine crackers from her pocket. Natalie always wore really baggy shorts with big pockets and I’m sure it was so she could carry around her snacks. I’ve never seen anyone eat as much as Natalie. And she always shared with me, which was nice. Natalie was like one of those bug lights people keep in their back yards. She’s so bright–even her hair is like the sun–and I always felt like she was pulling me in. I have never told anyone that before. If I told Rudy, he’d say, “Alfie! Turn away from the light!” Anyway...

“What can I say?” I said, pouting. “Maybe if you ask your mom–”

“–no way,” Rudy said. “Grant wanted a dog two years ago and she practically laughed herself into a coma. She needs a good reason and that reason would be that if you have a dog, I should have one.”

“What’s wrong with our parents, anyway?”

“So, you’re getting a hamster?” Sarah asked. “How about a gerbil?”

“I was thinking about catching another toad.” This wouldn’t be my first pass at toad ownership. They’re easy to catch, funny looking, and they don’t mind being held; but you have to feed them bugs and sometimes they pee on you.

Rudy sighed. “Toads are fun, I guess. It’s nice to catch them when they’re skinny and make ’em nice and fat with crickets.”

I started laughing. “They just eat and eat.”

“Toads will eat until they die,” Rudy said.

“Nuh-uh,” Sarah said. Sarah knows a lot, I’ll grant you, but how could she know everything about toads?

“That’s not funny,” Natalie said. “You better not feed your toad until it dies, Alfie.”

At that moment, I looked up and caught sight of a green lizard on the wall next to our garage. He was looking at us, his little head tilted to the side. Right there, all at once, an idea hit me. A lizard. That lizard. The garage door was open, so I stood up, motioned for the others to follow me, and went into the garage to dig out one of our clear plastic pet carriers. They’re only so big, with green, snap-on lids. Two small doors on the lids let you drop in food for whatever it is you’ve caught. We used to carry our toads around in them, Rudy and I.

“Lizard on the wall,” I whispered, pointing.

We all snuck to the edge of the garage and peered around the corner. The lizard was still there, waiting for us. I handed the carrier to Rudy, told him to get ready, reached around and grabbed the lizard! I held him up for a moment, to get a good look. He titled his head at me again. I don’t think he was afraid of me at all.

“Excellent catch,” Rudy said, holding up the carrier for me to drop the lizard in.

“He’s so cute,” Natalie said.

“He’s a wild animal,” Sarah said. “He should be free.”

“I won’t keep him forever.”

We found an old aquarium with a screened lid on another dusty shelf, and a heat lamp my dad got me when I had a toad. We created a great environment for the lizard, I thought. Hunks of grass–roots and all, on the bottom. A fake, concave rock for water. And Natalie pulled a weed from my yard and made it stand up real nice for a tree. The last touch was a small branch for Wizard Lizard to stretch out on under the heat lamp. Yep. I named him Wizard Lizard.

They all helped carry the terrarium–once it’s for a reptile you have to call it that–into my room where I hastily shoved a bunch of junk off my dresser to make space for it, and then they had to go home for dinner. After they left, I sat on my bed and watched Wizard as he climbed onto his stick and did a little push up dance. I sighed. I still wanted a dog. I heard the front door shut and knew my dad was home from work. I knew my mom would tell him all about how I begged for a dog. They were probably laughing about it. And then I heard the heavy footsteps in the hall.

When your dad comes into your room before dinner, chances are good that you’re in trouble.

“Hey, Alf,” he said, poking his head into my room. “Everything okay?”

“I guess.” That was a mistake. I should have said, “Great! Everything’s great, Dad!” Then maybe he’d go back to the kitchen and help my mom get dinner ready. But, no. Instead, I practically begged him to come into my room and lecture me. And sure enough, he was sitting on my bed with a sympathetic smile on his face before I could fix it.

“I hear you want a dog.”

Hmm. Maybe I could work this to my advantage. You know...play my parents against each other. I mean, Dad could be on my side. And I know Pearl would love a dog. The three of us together could wear her down. Our mom was famous for being worn down.

“Yeah,” I said, as miserably as I possibly could. “The Percy’s have puppies. Not that we could have one; they’re all taken. But a dog would be so much fun.” I did my best to keep a sly smile off my face.

“But, Alf. You know your mom’s afraid of dogs.”

Oh, yeah. I forgot about the Epic Meltdown at Nance Park. How could I forget a thing like that? The screaming alone should haunt my dreams forever. Imagine my poor mom, standing on a picnic table, shrieking, while these little dogs yapped on the ground all around her, trying to get up onto the wooden bench. They thought she was playing a game, I guess. And we couldn’t help laughing. They were such little dogs. And she was screaming so loud. The dogs’ owner finally rounded them up–three of them–and ran off as if he’d committed a crime. We stopped laughing, of course. I mean, it was obvious Mom had had a really big scare. She was shaking all over. But after Dad helped her down from the table and walked her around a bit, even she was able to laugh about it.

“I forgot,” I told my dad. “But...if it was our dog...”

“It’s possible, if we got a dog as a puppy and raised it–”

I could feel my hopes rising!

“–she wouldn’t be afraid of it. But imagine, Alfie. What if it didn’t work? What if she was afraid of her own dog?”

Hopes dashed again! “I guess.” It would be awful to be afraid all the time. I felt bad then, for even asking.

“I see you’ve got yourself a green anole. How
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