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      Jeremy has put a guitar where my feet belong.

      It is not his largest guitar. That one rides in the back, with a bag of cables and the black box he tells Sharon is essential. This guitar rests against the seat in front of me, inside a case that smells of wood, old rooms, and the undersides of many people’s shoes. One of its corners presses against my blanket.

      I look at the corner. I look at Jeremy.

      “He’s giving me that face,” Jeremy says.

      “Then move whatever you’ve done.”

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      Sharon turns in her seat. She sees the guitar.

      “There. Your first mistake.”

      Jeremy pulls over before he moves it. I approve of the stop, although it takes him a while to understand that moving the case two inches does not create enough space for an entire Golden Retriever. When he finishes, my feet belong to me again. I turn twice on my blanket and lie down with my nose between the front seats.

      “Everybody comfortable?” he asks.

      “I’ve brought a cushion,” Sharon says.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “It’s what you’re getting.”

      We pull back onto the road. Warm air blows over us from the open windows. It carries the sharp smell of recently cut grass, then truck exhaust, then nothing I can hold long enough to know. Late August has made the roadside dusty. Even the shade smells warm.

      Our own car is staying home. Jeremy comes for us with a car large enough for his instruments, our bags, and the cushion Sharon denies needing. Before we leave, she goes through each room of the house twice. She checks the back door, the stove, and the place where my water bowl usually stands, although she has already put the bowl in her bag.

      She brings my blanket from the bed, not the clean one from the cupboard. She folds it with the furry side inward.

      “Otherwise he’ll spend the whole weekend arranging himself.”

      I may still arrange myself. A familiar blanket is not a binding agreement.

      Bear travels in the bag with the towel. I put him beside it while Sharon is packing, and she puts him on the bed. I put him beside the bag again. Eventually she looks down at me.

      “We’re going for two nights.”

      Bear says nothing. He has one good ear and knows when to let silence do the work.

      Jeremy picks him up by the middle, carefully, keeping his fingers away from the old seam.

      “Room for one more passenger.”

      “He’ll leave him under the bed,” Sharon says.

      “Then we’ll look under the bed.”

      She takes Bear and puts him between the folds of the towel, with his good ear showing. I watch until the bag closes. He has been left behind once, beneath a place none of us could go back into. Britton sent him home after the snow let him go. He smells of our rooms again now, but that does not mean I am willing to travel without checking where he is.

      Sharon sees me checking.

      “I’ve got him,” she says, and touches the bag. “Both of you.”

      Now her bag stands between her feet. It contains my food, my bowl, a towel, a book, three little packets that smell of mint, and the pouch that holds her daily medication. Her own clothes fit in the smaller bag. Jeremy makes a remark about this while he carries everything out. Sharon tells him the dog is traveling as a professional and she is not.

      I have my harness on. The broad strap lies comfortably behind my front legs. When we get where we are going, I will know which doors we may use by the way her hand settles on the lead. For now, there is road, the steady movement of the car, and Jeremy singing softly to a song he does not seem to know all of.

      “Is that what people are paying to hear?” Sharon asks.

      “No. This is the free version.”

      “Generous of you.”

      She takes out her phone.

      She has taken it out three times since the last stop. It makes no sound. Each time she presses it with her thumb, looks, and returns it to the pocket of her cardigan. The cardigan is folded on her knees because she is too warm to wear it and too suspicious of the weather to put it away.

      Jeremy watches the road.

      “There’s no schedule beyond dinner. You don’t have to come to the sound check.”

      “I hadn’t planned to.”

      “The room’s not enormous. Just a short set tonight. I said you’d probably want an early night.”

      “How considerate to give my evening away.”

      “You can have it back.”

      She looks out of her window. A truck passes us, loud enough to tremble in the floor beneath my chest. I lift my head until it has gone.

      “Tomorrow?” she asks.

      “A short rehearsal, then a second set tomorrow evening. I need to talk to the owner about the next booking too. Sunday I drive you home. It’s a weekend, Mom. Not a tour.”

      “You say that as if tours grow without any involvement from you. A little schmoozing, and suddenly we’re packing.”

      He smiles, but she is looking at the phone again.

      After a while he turns the music down.

      “I told Wes we were coming.”

      “I assumed you had.”

      “He said they’re still at the inn. Through Sunday.”

      “The whole family?”

      “Leah and Kez. Ben’s away. I’ll let them explain.”

      Sharon puts her phone in the pocket and leaves her hand with it.

      “There’s nothing to explain to me.”

      Jeremy changes lanes. The car makes a small ticking sound while he does it. We have used this car for other journeys, and the ticking always means that the world outside will move sideways. I brace one foot against my blanket.

      “I didn’t set this up without telling you,” he says.

      “You told me they’d be there.”

      “Before you agreed.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t want you to feel ambushed.”

      “I know what an ambush is. Generally it involves fewer reminders.”

      He lets that sit. Sharon takes a mint from her bag and holds the packet out to him. He accepts one at the next light.

      Their mouths become alike for a minute. Everything else about them remains different. Jeremy moves as though every joint has spare room. Sharon sits with her knees close, her shoulders straight, and the bag held between her shoes as if someone might take it at speed.

      I know Wesley mostly as a name that changes her voice. I know the house across the busy road, and the tree where we used to stop. I know a boy who waves at dogs. I know Sharon’s hand holding a phone in the kitchen while she says, “I’m home. That’s all,” and then stands without moving after the call ends.

      Jeremy told her later that Wesley called him. That he knew about the woman under the tree. That he did not sound angry.

      We do not go to the house after that. Sometimes Sharon takes out the phone and puts it down again. Sometimes she walks me farther around the loop, where June’s flowers lean through the fence and the sun has dried the puddles. The days fill with ordinary things. Britton’s enormous boots spend several July nights beneath the spare-room bed. He leaves rolled drawings on a shelf, where Sharon looks at them without taking them down.

      Now he is back in Banff, and we are going somewhere with water instead of mountains.

      I am in favor of water. Water generally stays where it belongs.

      The road narrows. Trees come nearer, shutting the bright fields into pieces. I move my nose toward the opening in Sharon’s window. There is damp earth beneath the dry smell, and farther away something broad and cold.

      “Not far,” Jeremy says.

      Sharon rubs the place above her knee.

      “Stop before we get there.”

      He looks at her, then back to the road.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I need to stand up. And so does he.”

      “I can find a⁠—”

      “The next sensible place. Not a hospital.”

      “All right.”

      He does not ask again. A few bends later he turns into a quiet rest area with a table, a trash can, and grass that has received important messages from other dogs.

      Sharon waits while he brings her the lead. She puts both feet on the ground before standing. I come down after her and stay by her knee until she takes the first few steps. Then she lengthens the lead.

      “Go on. Your correspondence.”

      It is considerable. A small dog has been here recently and has a very high opinion of the table legs. An older dog prefers the tree. I give both matters the attention they deserve while Sharon walks slowly along the grass. The stiffness leaves her steps. She breathes out through her mouth and shakes her hands once, low by her sides.

      Jeremy carries my bowl over and pours water into it. He has remembered to wait until I finish with the tree. This is one of his better qualities.

      Sharon sits at the table. There are crumbs on it, but none fall.

      “You can say you don’t want coffee with them,” Jeremy says.

      “They haven’t asked me for coffee.”

      “I can ask.”

      “And if they say no?”

      “Then we have coffee ourselves.”

      She looks at him. Behind him, a branch scratches another branch in the breeze.

      “You’ve made this sound very simple.”

      “No. I’ve made coffee sound simple.”

      Her mouth moves at one corner. She picks a bit of paper off the table and carries it to the trash can. On the way back she puts her hand on his arm.

      “Ask, then. But don’t make a production of it.”

      “I’ll put away the banner.”

      “I mean it.”

      He holds up both hands. No banner.

      I finish drinking. Jeremy pours the remaining water onto the grass, where it seems an unfortunate waste, then wipes the bowl. Sharon checks my harness with two fingers beneath the strap. She has done this since the first week I lived with her. Even when she checks nothing else, she checks that.

      Back in the car, she puts the cushion behind her instead of under her bag.

      The cold smell grows stronger. It carries salt, fish, wet rope, and the oily breath of engines. Gulls make abrupt white turns above a row of buildings. Jeremy drives slowly past windows full of things people buy while looking at water: hats, cups, pictures of the same water. A woman steps off the curb carrying a paper parcel. Warm fried food reaches us as we pass. I follow it with my head until the strap stops me.

      “No,” Sharon says, without looking back.

      I have made no proposal.

      The inn stands one street above the harbor. It has pale walls, dark window boxes, and a porch wide enough for several chairs. A hanging sign shifts above the entrance. Beyond the buildings, masts move against the sky in an untidy row.

      Jeremy turns into the little parking area beside the inn.

      Sharon is searching her bag when she looks up. Her hand stops among the mints and the keys. I rise onto my elbows.

      A long gray car stands close to the wall. There is a folded beach towel on its back seat and a small pale mark on the bumper. Sharon looks at it as Jeremy finds a space.

      “That one’s Wes’s,” he says quietly.

      She does not answer.

      He switches off the engine. The car becomes full of the sounds outside: a gull, a door shutting, someone laughing on the porch. Sharon keeps her hand inside the bag. Through her window, the gray car is close enough that she could almost touch it.

      Her heart is still traveling. It goes on too fast after the car has stopped. I put my nose against her elbow.

      She lays her fingers on my muzzle without turning. For once, she has nothing ready to say.
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      The woman at the inn smells of oranges and the warm cloth people use to lift things out of ovens. She stands behind a desk with a bell on it. Jeremy touches the bell before he sees her.

      “I was here already,” she says.

      “Sorry.”

      “It does happen. People like a bell.”

      Sharon looks at his hand. He moves it away.

      “Marjorie Bell,” the woman says. “Which usually causes some amusement.”

      “Not from us,” Sharon tells her.

      Marjorie comes around the desk. She looks at my harness, then at Sharon.

      “Would you like the shortest route to your room or the explanation of the house?”

      “The shortest route. I can discover the plumbing through trial and error.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it. Some of it’s older than I am.”

      Our room is on the ground floor, down a passage smelling of furniture polish and somebody else’s damp shoes. Jeremy carries the bags. Sharon carries nothing except my lead and the expression she wears when too much has been carried for her.

      Marjorie opens a door with a metal key, not one of the cards people keep putting in backward.

      “Breakfast in the front room. The side door gets you to the little garden without going past the front desk. For him, if you need it.”

      She means me. I look toward the side door. I appreciate an innkeeper who begins with the important facilities.

      “Thank you,” Sharon says.

      “Water glasses are in here. Extra blanket there. Call if you need anything.”

      There are two narrow windows and a bed with a heavy cover. Beneath the clean smell is a small recent dog, a woman with flowery shoes, and furniture that has lived here longer than either. I begin with the corners while Jeremy sets down the bags.

      “The pillows can all go in the cupboard,” Marjorie says. “Nobody uses six.”

      “Why put six on?” Sharon asks.

      “People complain if the bed looks plain.”

      “I’ll complain if I can’t find it.”

      Marjorie laughs and leaves us with the key.

      Jeremy puts my blanket on the floor beside Sharon’s side of the bed. He knows her side even in a room she has never slept in. She sets my bowl near the wall, fills it from the bathroom, and finds the food pouch before she unpacks anything for herself.

      My meal is a little early. I do not raise the matter.

      While I eat, she takes off my harness. The skin beneath it feels cool when she rubs her fingers through my coat. I shake from my ears to my tail, and one of the useless pillows slides to the floor.

      “An excellent start,” she says.

      Jeremy retrieves it.

      “I need to take the gear over. Back in half an hour.”

      “Take your time.”

      “Rest.”

      “Take more time.”

      He pauses at the door.

      “I’ll see if Wes is around.”

      Sharon folds a shirt, although the shirt has just come out folded.

      “Without the banner.”

      “I remember.”

      When he leaves, she sits on the bed and looks toward the window. There is a sliver of water between two roofs. From here it smells mainly of the open kitchen window farther along the wall, where somebody is cooking onions.

      I drink, then lie on my blanket. Sharon takes her usual medication with a glass of water. She sets the pouch beside her bag where she can find it, not in the dark drawer with the little book. Her shoes come off. She flexes her feet, one and then the other.

      “Very glamorous, Dill.”

      Her phone lies on the cover within reach. She puts her glasses beside it, picks up the phone, puts it down, and finally lies back without disturbing the remaining pillows. I close my eyes.

      For a while there is only the cupboard knocking softly as the floor moves beneath someone in the passage. A suitcase wheel catches on a threshold. Farther off, Marjorie explains the breakfast hours to someone who asks twice. Sharon’s hand hangs over the side of the bed. I stretch my nose until it touches her fingers.

      They close in my fur.

      When we go out again, the light has changed. Sharon has put on her cardigan and my harness. Jeremy waits beside the desk with a folded sheet in his hand.

      “Everything’s set,” he says.

      “The coffee or your performance?”

      “Both. Nine tomorrow. Here.”

      Sharon draws her lips together.

      “All of them?”

      “Wes, Leah, Kez. If she wants to. He said she’d probably come.”

      “What does probably mean?”

      “It means she’s sixteen and he hasn’t asked her yet.”

      Marjorie appears with a small map, which she puts on the desk without looking at any of their faces.

      “For when you’ve found your feet. You can keep to the public walk all the way along the shops and the marina. Past the benches it bends uphill to the road.”

      She moves a finger over the paper. I cannot see what the finger means, but I can smell fresh bread on her sleeve.

      “The working stretch beyond that isn’t part of the walk. Deliveries, repair crews. There’s an old slipway down there and the net store. Don’t use it as a shortcut, whatever an old map tells you.”

      “No danger of me selecting the strenuous route,” Sharon says.

      “People see water at the other end and decide it must connect.”

      “People do that with a great many things.”

      Marjorie folds the map for her. “The marked path’s pleasant enough.”

      Outside, Jeremy walks on Sharon’s free side. We take the sloping street toward the harbor. My claws make a small regular sound on the sidewalk. The warm places between the stones have dried; beneath the parked cars the air holds the day’s dampness.

      “Wes asked one thing,” Jeremy says.

      “Only one?”

      “Coffee. Not a discussion of everything that’s ever happened.”

      “I wasn’t proposing a deposition.”

      “Mom.”

      A gull lands on a trash can ahead of us. I watch it fold its wings with great satisfaction. It has not earned that trash can.

      “He doesn’t want an argument,” Jeremy says.

      “Neither do I.”

      “Good.”

      “He could have returned my call.”

      Jeremy stops outside a shop with a rack of postcards. Sharon takes another step before she stops too.

      “He told me he didn’t know what to say.”

      “Yes. You told me.”

      “There’s a chance he still doesn’t.”

      Sharon looks at the postcards. All of them appear to be pictures of things available directly behind us.

      “I know,” she says at last. “You needn’t keep translating.”

      He starts walking again, more slowly. At the corner she puts the map into her bag without opening it.

      We reach the water beside a bench. Boats move against their ropes with small wooden complaints. There are fish somewhere close enough to know and too far away to examine. A boy holds a bucket beside a woman who keeps telling him not to tip it toward her shoes.

      Sharon sits. Jeremy stays standing, one foot on the curb.

      From here I can see the public walk stretching past tables, doorways, and a row of trash cans. Farther on, beyond the last benches, metal fencing follows a darker building. The land rises behind its roof. An orange piece of cloth flutters on the fence and stops when the wind stops. A broad strip of worn concrete slopes toward the water beside it.

      “That the old place Marjorie mentioned?” Sharon asks.

      Jeremy looks. “Must be.”

      A small engine starts somewhere beyond it. The sound carries over the water and mixes with the clink of the boats.

      Sharon turns back toward the shops.

      “Coffee at nine, then.”

      “Nine.”

      “Does he expect me to apologize before they sit down?”

      “He expects coffee.”

      “You’re very loyal to the beverage.”

      “It hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      She gives a short laugh. The boy tips his bucket. The woman steps aside just in time, and I lift my feet as cold water finds the stones beneath our bench.

      “Nor has the dog,” Jeremy adds, looking down at me.

      “That remains under review.”

      At supper, Sharon eats fish and leaves the skin on the side of her plate. I lie beneath her chair and observe this poor decision in silence. Jeremy talks about the room where he will play. He knows one of the men there from another booking. There are names, a broken speaker, and an argument about where a chair should go. Sharon contributes to the chair argument without seeing the chair.

      Afterward we walk him to the room where he is playing. His guitar goes with him. There are people already at the small tables, glasses shining beneath hanging lights. A man near the door carries a chair across our path, sees my harness, and waits for Sharon to pass.

      “We could stay for one,” she says.

      Jeremy looks at her.

      “One song. Not another supper.”

      “I’d like that.”

      He finds her a place where she can stretch her legs and still see the little raised platform. I fit beneath the table. The floor trembles when somebody moves a speaker, and I press closer to her foot until the sound stops. Her hand reaches down without looking for me.

      When Jeremy begins, the people talk over him. He keeps singing. Slowly the nearest voices lower. His guitar makes the warm wooden sound I know from our kitchen, only larger here, filling places the kitchen sound cannot reach.

      Sharon rests two fingers against her glass. She taps them softly, not quite when his foot taps. At the end of the first song, he looks toward our table. She lifts her hand. No correction, no request to speak louder, no reminder that he has left something in the car. Just the hand.

      We stay for three songs. When she rises, he is turning a small metal piece on the guitar. He sees her and nods. She touches the back of her chair once before leaving it, as though making sure somebody else can find the place.

      We return to the inn by the garden door.

      In our room, she hangs the harness on the chair and opens her smaller bag. She takes out a flat parcel wrapped in blue paper. The paper smells of a shop with no food in it. A corner has come loose, showing the corner of a small jewelry box.

      “Apparently girls like bracelets,” Sharon says.

      I watch her smooth the paper.

      “The woman in the shop sounded extremely sure.”

      She turns the parcel over. Beneath it is a card. Sharon puts on her glasses to read what she has written, although she is the person who wrote it.

      “Perhaps she does.”

      Outside the window, someone draws a chair across the porch. Sharon lifts her head. Footsteps pass, then fade along the boards. She looks at the parcel again.

      “I could simply ask her.”

      This seems possible. People ask whether I want things every day. They rarely wait for the whole answer, but I appreciate the attempt.

      Sharon puts the card facedown on the bed. She practices saying good morning once, in a voice so bright that I stand up.

      “No,” she tells herself.

      I sit again.

      She tries a question about the journey, then remembers they arrived before us. She says Wesley’s name, stops, and opens her bag wider. The parcel fits beneath the shirt she has folded twice. She places the card beside it without sealing the envelope.

      “Not before we’ve said hello,” she says.

      The bag closes over the gift. She puts it away in the cupboard, where neither of us can see it.
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