
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Map

Title Page

Dedication

  1. Love at First Sight

  2. Chewy’s Patch

  3. Cecelia, Animal Lover Extraordinaire

  4. A Strange Man

  5. Lauren Wants a Dog

  6. They Had No Right to Shoot Chewy

  7. A Surprise, So Close

  8. Panic Sets In – Upping the Ante

  9. Time is Running Out

10. In the Hospital

11. Off the Streets

12. The First Escape

13. Welcome Home, Chewy

14. Chewy’s First Struggles

15. We Have Work to Do!

16. The Great Escape

17. Our Worst Nightmare

18. Is Chewy Transforming?

19. Another Try at Training

20. Chewy and Bruce Bond

21. A Second Scare

22. Not Again!

23. Bruce’s Experiment

24. Again, Really?

25. Massage Therapy? On a Dog?

26. A Handful of Angels

27. The Mystery of Chewy’s DNA

28. Chewy’s Fan Club

Epilogue

Picture Section

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

The first time Bruce Klein caught sight of Chewy, this beautiful street dog captured his heart.

Chewy had been a stray since he was a puppy. Sometimes he travelled with other street dogs, but more often he made his rounds alone. Bruce began to feed this timid St Bernard Cross, and he soon met other locals who looked out for Chewy too.

The neighbours saw Chewy shivering in the winter rain, and knew it would only be a matter of time until the local animal control put him down. Bruce was happy to take him home, but Chewy was big and frightened. Rescuing him wouldn’t be simple – the neighbours had to devise a plan...

Chewy is the uplifting true story of how a whole neighbourhood came together to change one dog’s life. It will capture your heart too.


About the Author

Bruce Klein is an artist, and also has MAs in Clinical Psychology and Philosophy from Berkeley. His website is www.kleinfineart.com. He has lived in Modesto for ten years and is married to Lauren. They share their home with Chewy, and several cats.
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This book is dedicated to

Cecelia French

Chewy’s Guardian Angel


Chapter One

Love at First Sight

‘Look at that beautiful dog!’ I said to my wife.

His reddish brown mane sparkled, then he disappeared. I looked out the car window, searching for him. He was gone in the shadows, hidden in the walking legs behind the chairs set out for sale, then behind the US postal mail box. Suddenly his head and shoulders stepped out into sunlight, his big chest held high. He stopped at the corner like any pedestrian and stood looking around excitedly, his tongue lolling, relaxed.

We were late for our matinee movie. Lauren was driving and it was a beautiful California July day. The light at McHenry Avenue and J Street changed suddenly, forcing us to stop. ‘Perfect,’ my wife said, shifting into low.

But I was looking out the window at Chewy, mesmerised.

Ten, nine, eight, seven… I strummed my fingers on the dashboard.

The pedestrian walk sign flashed down to zero. Then the tweet, tweet, tweet sound for the deaf bleeped. Two young women in tight skirts stepped up behind Chewy. They didn’t notice how they spooked him. He stepped back, away from the corner into the shadow of the restaurant behind him.

‘Whose dog is that?’ I wondered, rolling the window down. I couldn’t believe anyone would let a beautiful dog like that wander loose.

‘Where?’ Lauren asked (my body blocked her view). ‘I don’t see him,’ she added.

‘Over there,’ I said, pointing my arm to the corner across the street just as the light changed.

‘What are you talking about?’ my wife said, annoyed.

I leaned back against the seat for her to see.

‘Oh, that helps a lot,’ she said, turning. ‘I don’t see anything.’

Of course she didn’t. We’d lunged through the intersection by the time she looked.

‘You missed him. He was sooo beautiful!’

‘Are you kidding me?’ she said, shifting into second.

‘Go back,’ I said, ‘you’ll see.’

I turned to look out the window to see if he was still there.

‘Not on your life,’ my wife said, ‘we’ll be late!’

* * *

The movie was a dud, its images boring, its dialogue flat, but Chewy’s image was alive in my head. It haunted me every time I drove downtown. Going to the bank, I’d drive out of my way to the corner where I first saw him, hoping he’d be there. Visiting a local shop to buy an egg timer, I’d swing by Chewy’s corner, looking for him. No luck. Each time I returned a library book, I’d scan the streets hoping to see him. Not that I became obsessed with him, just interested. I couldn’t get his image out of my mind. Who would own such a beautiful dog and let him wander the streets?

Sooner or later he’d get hit by a car or put down by the pound. I thought about scavenging the pound but that was too weird. Besides we already had one dog, Emma.

So I let it go.

Actually, I’d been preoccupied. The year before my prostate specific antigen suddenly increased rapidly, a telltale marker for aggressive prostate cancer. After a brief period of watchful waiting, the doctors removed my prostate the following January. The cancer seemed encapsulated; my five-year survival rate high.

After the operation I started taking evening walks to regain my health. And it was on one of these, several months later, at the end of summer that Chewy magically reappeared. I was looping home over the bridge by the canal. As I walked up the cul de sac towards the bridge an elderly couple walked past me.

‘That your dog?’ the man asked.

‘What dog?’

‘That dog – he’s been following us.’

I looked round to where he was pointing. There was just enough light to see. In the middle of the street, about twenty feet from us, was the beautiful chestnut dog. Light and shadows flickered across his body as dusk settled in. Hearing our voices he turned around and trotted back to stand by the telegraph pole near the bridge. Even in diminished light he was beautiful.

Oh, my God, I said to myself.

‘He seems gentle enough but you never know,’ the woman said. She walked with two of those steel-tipped ski poles to steady herself. Her hair was pulled back into a bun, her jawline tight. No rooster’s goblet hanging under her throat, unlike mine.

‘He’s probably gentle,’ she added. ‘He followed us halfway home last night.’

‘Oh, really?’ I absentmindedly tightened my jawline.

‘Well,’ the husband said, looking at me, ‘nice meeting you.’ He held out his hand. We shook. Then he steadied his wife’s elbow and turned down the cul de sac towards Enslen School. I watched them go for a second, then turned towards Chewy, thinking how excited my wife would be to meet this dog.

He eyed me from a distance, wary but interested.

In the late evening light he was so handsome: his red-brown fur glowed, his white muzzle, speckled with freckles, gave him an engaging look. Standing tall, his four paws dipped white, the creamy white tip of his tail waved like a metronome, a final splash of white swirled across his shoulders and down his chest crest. He came up to greet me.

‘Oh, you’re beautiful,’ I said in soothing tones. ‘Who would let you wander the streets alone?’ But he didn’t move and instead looked at me quizzically like he knew me or wanted to. He lifted his head up and leaned slightly forwards, eyes scrutinising me, wet black nostrils sniffing the air for my human smell.

I knew my scents would tell him everything he needed to know. What that was, I had no idea. My brain was in overdrive. Was he searching for the smells of his former master? Or had his first owners simply opened their car door and dumped him on the street, abandoning him as a puppy? Had he run away, following the scent of bacon? Was he just hungry when he sniffed me? Maybe he was not looking for a home or a human family. Might he be sniffing the scents of our dog, Emma, or for his dog family – his mother, his father? Was he just another dog who had wandered away in exuberant playfulness and been orphaned to the streets? I just shook my head at how unknowable it all was.

He seemed so friendly, so gentle. As I walked closer to pet him, he moved quickly backwards. He moved quickly backwards again, then stopped.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ I said. My gentle tone must have intrigued him. He stood contemplating me. His eyes darted up at me and then down, as if he was saying, ‘Who are you? Can I trust you?’ They fixed on me just for a moment longer, and then he turned away. In that moment I saw in his eyes a painful sadness, a flickering desire for human contact, for warmth, perhaps companionship, and a naked vulnerability that deeply touched me. And then it was gone. His eyes darkened – all the sadness of the world seemed to be there.

Then I caught myself. I told myself rationally that I was projecting my feelings onto him. Something else inside me was moved, though; something had changed.

Then he wandered off down the canal.

He’s a mystery dog, Lauren needs to see this dog, I thought to myself.

* * *

When I got home I immediately found Lauren.

‘I saw that beautiful dog.’

‘Really?’ Lauren asked, her interest piqued. ‘What dog?’

‘The dog we saw downtown.’

Lauren looked at me like I was a bit touched. ‘What dog that we saw downtown? I don’t remember any of this.’

‘Well, you never saw him.’

‘Uh, huh,’ came her sceptical response.

‘It doesn’t matter, I just saw him again. You will love him – he is just your kind of dog.’


Chapter Two

Chewy’s Patch

Three days later circling the same way home, I met Gary and his neighbour, Michele. Gary stood watering his lawn. He lived in the corner house opposite the electrical substation and next to the canal and bridge. Chewy, as they told me he was called, was standing in the middle of Enslen Avenue, which butted up against the canal in between the station and Gary’s house. Gary had been feeding Chewy, and he told me that his dog Ginger had befriended him. The three of us, Michele, Gary and me, were all looking at Chewy. He looked like a Saint Bernard/Border Collie mix.

‘He’s so beautiful,’ Michele said.

I agree, I thought to myself.

I reached out to pet him. Chewy turned away, walking towards his telegraph pole.

‘Be careful, don’t spook him,’ warned Gary. He clicked his mouth and held out his hand.

Chewy came up to him, Gary twisted a knot in his hose and threw the hose down to scratch Chewy’s head. Chewy ducked Gary’s hand and stepped back.

‘He’s still a little jittery,’ Gary said, ‘but people feed him. I feed him. Hell, the whole neighbourhood feeds him!’ He smiled.

Suddenly I noticed everything: blankets, water bowls and random piles of dog food littered the sidewalk in front of the electrical substation. Nearer Gary’s house, on his verge, there were three striped blankets beside a small pile of kibble; also a partially deflated soccer ball that had burst open and was kicked into Gary’s bushes.

Ginger, Gary’s dog, came waddling up. Black, overweight, muzzle fringed with grey, she had smelt food.

I heard two couples rambling over the bridge. When they saw us looking at them, the first man said, ‘Hello, you feeding him too?’ He smiled as he walked by.

‘He smells these bone marrow bits,’ Gary said. He held out his hand to show me the three penny-sized bone marrow bits that lay in his hand. Gary’s hands were beefy, his fingers thick. I’d seen hands like that when I’d worked in the steel mills in Gary, Indiana. Labourer hands. Gary saw me staring at them.

‘Yeah, I used to box,’ he said.

‘That sport,’ I responded, ‘can chew your face up.’

‘You wanna see chewed up? Leave your slippers out overnight.’ He pointed at Chewy. ‘I did and guess who chewed them up?’

Chewy raised his head higher, sniffing Gary’s hand.

‘Oh!’ I said. ‘I’d guessed Chewy’s name was from Chewbacca in Star Wars.’

‘You guessed wrong! Chewy is for my little friend here who chewed up my slippers.’

Gary lowered his hand full of bone marrow treats. The ads for these treats say lip-smacking good but with Chewy it was more like head-tilting-and-nostril-flaring good. He delicately lifted a bone marrow treat from Gary’s hand and stepped back. His teeth crushed the bone marrow until it fell to bits on the asphalt. Then he ate them at his leisure. One by one, he slowly gobbled up the smaller bits, savouring the taste. Definitely a dog with style and a certain class.

He must be starving, I thought. Look at his legs. Maybe he has hip dysplasia.

Chewy stopped eating. He came forward to Gary’s outstretched fingers and sniffed at the second and third treat they held before exquisitely lifting both from his hand.

* * *

Well-to-do professionals and blue-collar workers live in our neighbourhood. Families with kids, young married couples without, empty nesters whose kids have left, single people, young and old, grandmas and grandpas live here.

Lauren and I live a few blocks from both Graceada and Enslen parks. She loves this neighbourhood. Graceada Park has a concert bowl at one end used for popular ‘Concert in the Park’ events during the summer. In summertime children’s movies are shown there when it starts getting dark. There’s a large picnic pavilion for family and civic events. Celebrations like Fourth of July, Earth Day and Diversity Days are held in the park. The two parks are heavily used on weekends for family picnics.

On weekdays a lovely grammar school, Enslen, is active with children attending classes, from the ages of five to eleven years old. Built in 1929, it has been lovingly maintained and is still fully functional today. In fact, it is one of the better grammar schools in town.

The younger couples flocked to Modesto during the 2000 housing boom, remodelling smaller houses, adding extra rooms, grandmother cottages or second storeys. The neighbourhood is unique in that the majority of the homes retain their original style: Arts and Crafts, early American Colonial and old Spanish-style houses. Trees are decades old, front lawns and gardens expressing their owners’ style.

Lauren was born in Modesto and worked as a Certified Public Accountant. I’m a painter, a fine artist, born in Indiana, and I taught in Alameda. We met in San Francisco at the gallery where Lauren used to work and which handled my en plein air landscapes. I liked her spunk. After marrying, Lauren took night-school courses for several years to earn her CPA licence. High living costs in the San Francisco Bay area forced us in 2002 to move to Modesto. We bought Lauren’s auntie’s old house, which we’ve been rehabbing ever since. After ten years of serious rehabbing, our house still needed new floors, a new kitchen and a long list of improvements that Lauren kept updating.

A few years ago the old railroad tracks that ran on the northwest side of our neighbourhood on a street called Virginia Avenue were removed. A walking and bike trail took their place. This new trail enhanced the area. People walk, run, exercise and most importantly, walk their dogs on it. It seems like half the households in our neighbourhood have either a dog or cat. Greeting fellow dog walkers, you learn their dogs’ names and sometimes the owner’s name. These casual meetings lead to friendships and a loose network of dog lovers. We believe Chewy’s first home was along this walking and bike trail. Several neighbours saw him hiding in the oleander bushes along the railroad track before the trail was built.

Modesto sits in the San Joaquin Valley, or the southern portion of the Central Valley. Twenty-five miles to the west is the Diablo range of mountains, and many do the daily 180-mile round trip commute over them to the San Francisco Bay area beyond. I do it twice a week, driving to Alameda where I still teach. Fifty miles to the east of Modesto is the High Sierra Mountains, containing amazing landmarks such as Yosemite National Park, where Lauren and I married. Melted snow from the Sierras creates highly fertile agricultural land in the San Joaquin valley.

Fresh fruits – apples, oranges, grapes, almonds, apricots – and all sorts of vegetables are grown on local ranches and farms. These join baked delicacies – artisan-breads, ethnic foods from local bakeries and restaurants – in Modesto’s downtown farmer’s market. Usually a guitarist and vocalist perform live during the market. Other vendors sell their baskets or plants.

Summers are hot in the San Joaquin Valley, in the 30s and upwards to 40 degrees Celsius. People stay indoors, turning on air conditioning during the day. Evenings with light breezes are lovely for walking or bike riding in shorts and tank tops. People sit outside on the front porch, relax and watch the neighbourhood. Evenings or weekends, they barbecue in their backyards. Ice cream vendors in their vans or on bikes ride the neighbourhood, dinging bells. Children rush up to buy ice cream in the warm night air. Come fall and winter, residents bundle up against the fog, rain or wind.

Sounds too cliched, or too nostalgic? There are tree-lined streets and deep small-town middle-class values in our community. They evoke stereotypical images and peaceful living but the truth is Modesto is much more complicated. The community is also beset with serious problems. Our air quality is poor – smog from the greater San Francisco Bay Area blows inland and settles over Modesto, adding to the poor air quality, at times making it unhealthy for residents by causing breathing difficulties and aggravating allergies. Politically, the Central Valley has never been able to compete with Southern California or the San Francisco Bay Area for wealth, jobs or political influence. So, Southern California and San Francisco Bay concerns normally trump ours in terms of government statewide issues. We make do with less. With steep budget cuts, our poor and struggling residents find their safety nets shredded. Our unemployment rate is higher than the state and national averages; our high-school dropout rate is also higher. Additionally, crime is a major concern for many residents: as many as 5,000 gang members live in Stanislaus County, in and around Modesto.

But the residents in our neighbourhood do tackle these serious issues, individually and in civic organisations. For example, to fight crime some of the neighbourhoods have formed crime-watch committees and hired a private security company to supplement police patrols. When apartment buildings threatened the architectural character, neighbours got together to stop them being built.

On a whole host of issues, from cleaning up trash through providing free dental care to providing food for the homeless, the good citizens of Modesto, individually and in volunteer organisations like Rotary and Habitat for Humanity, work hard to stabilise and keep alive the small town middle-class family-oriented values that Modesto represents. In short, these healthy responses keep alive one vein of the American Dream in a complex stew of conflicting trends.

In some ways then it shouldn’t have been unexpected that a significant section of our neighbours spontaneously acted to feed, protect and help rescue Chewy.


Chapter Three

Cecelia, Animal Lover Extraordinaire

The real hero in this story is Cecelia. Cecelia French is a sweet, warm and generous person. She fed Chewy daily before we ever did. Her mission was always to save him.

‘Dogs are special,’ she said when I first met her. ‘Chewy is above that. Of course, he is beautiful, extra-special beautiful, but he has something else…’ Her eyes shifted downwards as she paused, thinking for a moment. ‘If you watch him playing with other dogs you would know what I mean: he’s so joyous, so happy playing. He’s not just like other dogs but somehow more than just that, more like an angel. I don’t know what words to use… You just have to see him.’

I knew what she meant. I’d seen him playing. It wasn’t just his puppy exuberance or his physical beauty, it was the way Chewy played with other dogs. His play was gentle, confident and sharing. When you watched him you wished your own life had more of that quality.

I have watched plenty of other dogs play. Chewy’s play wasn’t one dog trying to dominate the other. Play for Chewy went like this: after their initial greeting, Chewy would display a common dog behaviour called ‘Play Bow’. In her book What Dogs Want, Arden Moore describes this behaviour as a happy dog plopping down with his front legs extended and his rear end pushed up in the air – a ‘let’s play’ sign for dogs. Chewy would jump forward a bit, barking, and then when the other dog gave chase he’d quickly wiggle away into a run, usually at an angle so he could watch the other dogs approach. Or quite often, he’d take off in a long run, circling and weaving in and out of trees, barking and gaining speed if the other dog caught up. It was as if he enjoyed the other dog on its own terms, whatever they might be. Too aggressive dogs or dogs trying to dominate spoiled the fun. He would set them straight with a low growl. ‘Play fair or there’s no play at all,’ he seemed to say; a Chewy doggie rule. Other dogs wised up or simply walked away. Chewy also has a knack of avoiding confrontation. Gary had noticed this: ‘He avoids trouble. If there is trouble brewing, Chewy goes the other way.’

Cecelia lives four blocks from us. We didn’t know her before Chewy entered our lives, but Cecelia and Lauren think alike about animals. They both rescue strays, which means they have too many animals and spend too much money on them. I’m sure Lauren and I must have seen Cecelia walking in the neighbourhood, we must have smiled or waved to one another as we passed each other by. Both Cecelia and Lauren were dog people, each of them religiously walked their dogs – how could their paths not have crossed before? One reason is they walked different paths around the neighbourhood. Cecelia favoured the canal bank, while Lauren chose the neighbourhood streets, partially so she could see how the neighbours were fixing up their old houses.

At the time Cecelia was trying to help Chewy she was sixty-five years old and close to retirement. She and her sister, Charlotte, were living together with various cats and dogs. Cecelia is a small person. Her heritage is Portuguese and she has curly dark hair that is greying with age and a lovely open face. Being a mother, a grandmother, a nurse and an animal rescuer, it’s not hard to see the nurturing side of her – it resonates in her mannerisms and speech. She also has her feet firmly placed on the ground and is practical. Being a single mother and a nurse has exposed her to the realities of this world. Single-handedly she proudly raised her daughter, putting her through school and giving her the opportunity to become successful in life as a corporate attorney. Cecelia has a quiet strength.

Cecelia first saw Chewy sitting under a palm tree on the canal bank. She was walking Max, her black and white Lhasa Apso mix, up the sidewalk to the canal after work. Suddenly, Max growled, and lunged. His leash pulled him up short. He stood up on his hind legs, paws flaying in the air, his growl deepening.

‘Oh, Maxie, stop it, just stop it!’ Cecelia said as she looked up. She pulled hard on Max’s leash.

Chewy stood up, glanced at them and took off, running down the canal.

‘Maxie,’ Cecelia said, tightening her grip on his leash, ‘Stop it. You’re a very rude dog, a very rude dog. He’s much bigger than you.’ She watched Chewy run. He paused to look over his shoulder for a second, then lunged forwards, running down the canal.

I wonder what his story is? I hope he is all right, she thought.

Two weeks later, when Cecelia saw Chewy again while walking Max, she stopped on the canal bridge to watch Chewy greet people. Then she crossed the bridge and sat down on the kerb opposite, thinking how she might rescue him. Oh, she thought, I can feed him each morning, or each day after work. And if no one else rescues him, I will – Max and the other two dogs will just have to adjust, ‘Won’t you, Maxie. You’ll just have to make room for him.’ Max sat at her feet. ‘That would be no small feat, Maxie, no small feat at all – you with your bossy little-dog complex attitude.’

She reached down to pet her dog.

* * *

That night Cecelia started cooking. Max immediately knew something was afoot. Suddenly tantalising aromas pervaded the kitchen: fresh olive oil, sauteing chicken breasts, cottage cheese mixed with cornflakes and freshly crumbled breadcrumbs. Cecelia came from the kitchen with a plate in her hands, bent over and gave him a little treat. Right here at my feet. Oh boy, oh boy, what could be better? Max thought, wagging his tail.

Each night after work Cecelia cooked Chewy chicken breasts. Her fingers pulled the meat off its bone, cutting up the breasts, sauteing them and then of course sampling a piece. When they were done she put all the chicken pieces in a plastic container, and mixed the other ingredients in before snapping the lid shut. That’s what they have in dog food. Chewy will like this, she thought. In the morning she’d drive over to feed Chewy before she went to work. This had been her routine for three weeks before we met her.

Chewy would lie waiting. He’d wrap his body around the telegraph pole and watch for her. At night he’d sleep in the dirt near the bushes along Gary’s fence. He had burrowed a shallow indentation in the earth. Burrowing kept his underside warm by the earth and dry.

It’s hard to tell who enjoyed the visits more, Chewy or Cecelia herself. But one experience made it clear. One morning, taking water for herself and packing Chewy’s food in a grocery bag, Cecelia set off down the five blocks to Chewy’s patch from her house. This Saturday morning, the slight breeze coming in her car window was cool. It was fall. By October, the intense Central Valley summer heat was over for another year. The street was deserted. Driving down Coldwell Avenue, the sun raked the tree-tops. As she drove, Cecelia wondered how Chewy was.

Meanwhile, Chewy lay fast asleep on the grass in the front yard of Enslen School. He knew nothing of Cecelia coming until he smelled chicken. Food, he thought. His head rose, sniffing the cool morning air. Yes, yes, his nostrils flared, food. His eyes opened alertly as he lifted his head, scanning the air again. There she was, Cecelia.

When her car came near, he pranced up alongside, looking at her through the open window as she drove. Chewy’s head was up and sniffing. His big brown eye sparkled with energy, soft and wide, staring, as it bounced up and down outside alongside Cecelia’s window.

Driving quietly, Cecelia thought how nice it would be to see Chewy again and know he’d made it through another night on the streets. Suddenly she had the uncanny feeling of being watched. Out of the corner of her eye she looked to the left in her side mirror: nothing. She glanced in her rear view mirror: nothing. Then a flicker of a black nose caught her attention and she heard a familiar bark. When she glanced to her right she saw a large furry brown head, bobbing up and down alongside her car.

‘Chewy!’ she exclaimed.

Chewy’s big brown eye was staring at her. Then his eye disappeared, reappeared, disappeared again. Chewy was trotting alongside her car. The eye came up, seemed to hang in the air, as if time had been suspended. It looked at her again and then dropped out of sight. Confused, Cecelia gasped.

‘Oh, my God!’ she screamed at her car window.

‘Chewy, Chewy my angel, Chewy!’ Cecilia exclaimed, stunned.

She couldn’t believe her eyes. Chewy was running alongside her car. He must have seen me driving and smelt the food, she thought. She noticed he had come from the direction of the school near the front grass. What a dear, he ran out to greet me.

Her car swerved over the midline of the street. Cecelia grabbed the steering wheel tighter and straightened the car. Thankfully there was no accident. She tried to calm herself. When she looked out again Chewy’s furry head was still bobbing up and down alongside her car. She was not driving fast; she thought about pulling over or stopping but since she could not see all of him she thought she might make matters worse and hit him accidentally. Better to keep going slowly.

Chewy continued to run along the side of Cecelia’s car in the middle of the street, trotting down Coldwell Ave. Instinctively, Cecelia pulled to the left to avoid hitting him. Luckily the street was empty; there were no parked cars or oncoming cars approaching. In tandem then, Cecelia driving slowly, checking for Chewy’s bobbing head and eye; Chewy trotting beside her car, checking for Cecelia’s face and food scents.

Nervously moving forwards, Cecelia’s fingers continued to grip the steering wheel hard, bracing her arms, holding the car’s line straight. Looking in her rear view mirror she saw there was no traffic behind her. Slow down, slow down, she told herself. Drive straight and don’t swerve. She kept her eyes on the road with no car coming in the opposite direction. What if a big truck comes? Chewy could be killed. Cecelia could just see the accident. She gripped the steering wheel tight, her knuckles turning white. Her body leaned over the steering wheel. It was a clear morning. Just one more turn to go…

At the corner of Enslen and Coldwell she turned left in a slow, small and tight arch to give Chewy the largest possible area to turn in. Is he still there? she anxiously wondered.

She looked for him out the side window. Where, where has he gone? Oh my God, I’ve run over him! Cecelia spun her head left and right. He’d disappeared.

Chewy had cut behind Cecelia’s car and run along safely on the sidewalk. Now, he stood in the street smiling as she parked.

When Cecelia jumped out of her car, elated, she wanted to run up and hug him. ‘Oh, you’re a good boy Chewy, such a good boy,’ she said instead.

Chewy could not be hugged yet. He was still trying to figure out these humans, whether they were trustworthy or not. Cecelia settled for putting out his food and water bowls and then watched him.

One bit of joy, one moment of terror.

* * *

Ginger, Gary’s dog, and Chewy developed a friendship. Who knows how or why? Strays typically are loners. Did Chewy choose Gary’s house near the canal bridge as a home because of Ginger? Possibly. Perhaps Ginger gave companionship, or it was Gary giving Ginger food, which Chewy could eat? Ginger most certainly had a part in it. She lived in the front yard; she was always there for Chewy.

Why did Chewy choose this spot as his? Perhaps the foot traffic across the bridge in the early morning and late afternoon afforded him the possible option of finding a human home. Since there was only a footbridge over the canal on Enslen Avenue the road stopped at the canal. Chewy choose a spot where there were fewer cars, it was safe.

‘That dog felt that it was his home turf – he had that sense of home,’ Mike, our veterinarian, explained to us as we talked to him about Chewy one day. ‘If dogs are familiar with the area, they will stay in the area. If they are not familiar with the area, they will keep on going.’

But Chewy stayed. Close to Ginger’s companionship, and close to Cecelia.

Cecelia always brought extra food for Ginger. Ginger was older, overweight and slower. If Cecelia just left Chewy’s home-cooked chicken and food on the kerb, Ginger would wander over and begin to eat the food. So, instead Cecelia brought Ginger milk bones as her special treat… A few of these hand-fed treats satisfied Ginger. Chewy often watched the whole scenario before he came over to eat. It was as if he had good manners; he let his host eat first. Graciously, he would eat after Ginger. A ritual developed.

Initially, Cecelia placed Chewy’s bowl stuffed with treats ten feet away when feeding him. Over time she slowly moved the bowl closer to her until finally the bowl and Chewy were next to her. Chewy was within stroking range while he ate. Slowly, Chewy allowed Cecelia to stroke him; first behind the shoulders, then along his muzzle and finally, light strokes on his head. Not always and not for long periods. Cecelia never assumed Chewy would allow her to stroke him. Each day stroking had to be negotiated; petting him on his side was not allowed.

Cecelia would often feed Chewy by holding her palm up and placing a piece of chicken in it for Chewy to retrieve. She would continue to talk to Chewy, letting him know what a beautiful and good dog he was. Chewy came up tentatively, sniffed the chicken and licked it. Then very delicately, like a skilled surgeon, he turned his head sideways ever so lightly. His front teeth were just touching the chicken breast. He rolled his tongue out just beyond the piece, flipping it so that it pushed the chicken breast against his big incisors and lifting the morsel off Cecelia’s hand gently, so delicately, so silently it was as if he were lifting a feather from her hand. You would swear his gentle touch was so as not to bruise, bite or even scratch Cecelia’s hand. It was as if he’d taken a fragile Fabergé egg from her palm. He would then glance up at Cecelia and back away with his chicken morsel.

Chewy, you are the gentlest dog I know, Cecelia would think to herself. Then she’d put her hand down at her side and watch Chewy eat. How strange to be sitting on a deserted street on a Saturday morning feeding this beautiful stray dog. My life is a bit strange, but wonderful!

‘What a gift you have given me, Chewy,’ she said. ‘Thank you, thank you.’


Chapter Four

A Strange Man

One late afternoon a week later, while feeding Chewy, a strange man walked towards Cecelia. Look at him, she thought. Who wears jeans splattered with paint? The jeans were old, torn at the knees and they were dirty. His sweatshirt in no better shape. Is he homeless? she wondered. What’s he up to? She was sitting on the kerb with Chewy. Chewy saw this man and backed away. Cecelia mentally prepared herself for flight. When this strange-looking man suddenly changed his course, walking diagonally towards her, she thought, I’d better get up and leave. Yes, I’d better be on my way!

She gathered up the chicken bits and food, put them in the plastic container, snapped the lid on tight, checking with her fingers that it was tight all the way around. She didn’t want any accidents. Then she stood up quickly.

‘Is that your dog?’ the strange man asked. Before she could leave he stepped right in front of her. He appeared to be in his sixties, six feet tall, thin and balding. He wore glasses. Cecelia did not like the look of him.

‘Is that your dog?’ he persisted, a little more insistently.

But his voice was gentle and his stress soft. Maybe I don’t have anything to worry about, Cecilia thought. He seems OK after all. She looked at him for a moment. Was that my dog? she repeated to herself. No, not yet. Perhaps Chewy will be my dog soon.

‘No, this dog is a stray,’ she said. ‘I’m feeding him. He belongs to no one. I’m trying to get him off the streets.’

It was getting late. Time to head home.

Across the canal, a skinny adolescent boy with no shirt and a moussed-up haircut did wheelies across the canal bridge and down the canal embankment past them. They both watched wide-eyed. The kid smirked, riding by.

‘You’ve been feeding him?’ the stranger asked. He introduced himself. ‘I’m Bruce.’

‘Yes, I’ve been feeding him,’ Cecelia said, relaxing.

Cecilia and Bruce talked for another half an hour, sharing experiences about Chewy before exchanging telephone numbers and addresses.

Bruce wanted Lauren to meet Cecelia. She was an interesting woman, a dog lover like his wife. She’d gone to so much trouble to get to know Chewy. She was someone Lauren would like. When Bruce got home that evening he was excited.

* * *

I stood in the bedroom doorway as Lauren sat up in bed, still sick with bronchitis. Her cats were glued to her body, purring. Looking at them, I thought, It’s true animals can sense when you’re sick. I looked at the cats, wondering, Are they doing hourly shifts, twenty-four hours a day? Fred was on her legs, then Fred got up to go take a break and Gracie moved over to sit on her lap. Rudy’s turn was later, the night shift.

I imagined hearing them. ‘Boy,’ Fred says, ‘am I beat!’ He stretches full length and climbs down the covers. ‘Sleeping all day is tough. But hey, this ain’t the cat’s meow, it’s hard work. Gracie, it’s your shift. Watch her breathing – she’ll turn on you suddenly if you don’t watch out. We got to love her healthy. Remember, she’s our meal ticket. Without her, we’re out in the street.’ ‘I got it covered,’ Gracie says, ‘Great job, Fred, she looks happy. You made my shift easier.’

I smiled to myself. Lauren looked up at me.

‘They both died in the end,’ she said.

‘What?’ I answered, confused.

‘You know, I figured this one out five pages before the end. All the clues, the little seemingly insignificant details fell into place. The suspense was killing me so I had to figure it out.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes, and I was right. I’m usually not. But this mystery puzzle I figured out. I love the suspense and solving the mystery,’ she said.

I noticed she hadn’t coughed once. Her chills were apparently gone; a week in bed and she was ready to go back to work. Got to give those cats their due. A purring love potion is better than any antibiotic.

‘Oh, you know me,’ Lauren said. ‘Just give me suspense and a complicated mystery and I’m happy. I can escape from the real world for a while. Sometimes getting sick isn’t half bad.’

Yep, her chills were gone, her
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