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Dedication

For our dearest Buddy 





How to Tell Time

I’VE LIVED IN MY NEW HOME for three days but I still haven’t met the boy I’m supposed to be best friends with.

He’s nervous, I think.

So am I.

I don’t know very many boys. I played with one once in the park where Penny brought me so I could get used to little children pulling on my fur and grabbing my tail. The boy in the park threw a ball and then a stick for me to fetch. When he got tired of that game, he said he was going to show me something called a slide that would be the most fun thing I’d ever done in my whole life. He picked me up and carried me to the top of it.

It was not fun. It was the opposite of fun. It was the most scared I’ve ever been except for the first time Penny practiced the “Dog Left Alone” test and tied me to a post for two minutes while she walked away. Afterward, she told me I wasn’t supposed to whine or bark or show any signs of anxiety, which I didn’t know at the time because I whined and barked like crazy. I couldn’t help it. I was so anxious. This is what happens when you’re a puppy. Your brain is so busy, you lose track of someone for a second and you think, I haven’t seen her for hours. She’s probably dead. You don’t even know what dead is and you think it.

It’s embarrassing now when I look back on it. I got nervous over lots of things back in those days.

When Penny came back, I dribbled pee I was so relieved to see her again! She knelt down and said, “It’s okay, Chester. I was only gone two minutes,” and I thought, Really? Was it only two minutes? It felt more like two hours.

I’ve never had a great sense of time and back then I wasn’t completely sure what those words meant. Now I know. Two minutes is about the same as in a sec, and an hour means dinner’s not for a long, long time, possibly days.

I loved our time at the park until that day the big boy carried me to the top of a slide and pushed me down. After that, I didn’t love our trips to the park anymore. 





Work

I KNOW I SHOULDN’T COMPLAIN ABOUT MY new home or this boy I haven’t seen yet. It’s my fault that I’m here, living with people who don’t know their son very well if they got him a dog that he doesn’t want to meet. 

I was meant to be a service dog like my mother. She was a guide dog for a blind man until she got hit by a car, and then she retired to be a mother. “Being a mother is an important job, too,” she told us, but she didn’t really mean it. Having puppies made her tired and not very happy. Thinking about her old job made her happy. 

“There’s no better feeling than knowing there’s one person in the world who depends entirely on you,” she told us once. We were still small then and lying in a heap on top of each other. I had my brother Hershey’s ear in my mouth. We all stopped what we were doing and listened.

“You meet your person and you connect. You learn what that person needs and you do it for them. It’s the most satisfying feeling in the world.”

After that we tried harder to pay attention during our puppy trainings. My sister Cocoa asked every person who gave us kibble or a drink of water, “Are you my person? Are you?”

Cocoa wasn’t the smartest puppy in our litter. She was always eating things she wasn’t supposed to.

One morning after breakfast, I looked up and saw a big group of people walking up the driveway of our farm. A few of them rolled in wheelchairs. One wore dark glasses. 

Our people! I thought. There they are!

I ran to Cocoa and told her to come quick and look, but she was trying to eat a pinecone and didn’t want to. My brother Hershey walked with me to the edge of our play yard and watched the group for a while. 

Finally he said, “I want the big man in the rolling chair with pictures on his arms. You can have any of the others.”

My heart started to beat faster. I didn’t know how this worked—if we got to pick them or if they picked us. “Do we know enough yet to be paired with our person?” I asked.

“Yes,” Hershey said. He was the biggest in our litter and acted like he knew everything. “This is how it goes. Tomorrow we’ll start our jobs. Remember, the man with pictures on his arms is mine.” 

For the rest of the morning, I worried. I thought about our mother’s stories of her life with the blind man. I did everything for Donald. I opened doors, I pressed elevator buttons, I guided him through traffic. Yes, I got hit by a car, but the important thing is: He didn’t.

There was so much I didn’t understand. What was an elevator? What was traffic?

In the afternoon, we watched the people come outside with a group of dogs who were all wearing blue vests on their backs. Our mother came over to watch with us. When we pestered her with questions—What are they wearing? What are they doing?—she told us to be quiet.

“Just watch,” she said. “This is the most important afternoon of their lives. They’re being chosen by their person.”

For the next hour, we watched them do tricks. 

“Beautiful,” our mother whispered under her breath. “Just beautiful.”

“Sheesh,” my brother Milton said softly. “That doesn’t look like much fun.”

“Fun isn’t the point,” Hershey snapped. “The point is getting someone to choose us.”

I looked over at Hershey—his ears set forward, his nose working, taking it all in. I knew what he was thinking: I want to wear a blue vest. I want to be chosen.

I felt it too. We all did. 

After the group went inside, we asked our mother more questions. “Learning all that will be the hardest thing you’ve ever done. You’ll live with a trainer for almost a year and work constantly. That’s all I can tell you. Even after all that work, some of you won’t make it. That’s just how it is.”

She turned around and went back to her bed. That was that.

None of us knew what to think. Cocoa couldn’t stop crying. “I don’t want to work hard. I don’t want to leave our play yard.”

Milton was nervous, too. “What if we can’t learn all those things?” By the end of the demonstration, the dogs were doing amazing things—finding and picking up tiny objects in the grass, holding a cane steady for someone who’d dropped it. “What if we can only learn about half those tricks?”

Hershey quieted him. “This is what we were born to do. It’s our calling.”

Cocoa whined some more. 

“Don’t be a crybaby,” Hershey snapped.

In the middle of the night, I woke up and realized Cocoa was missing from our pile. I got the others up to help me look. We found her at the far end of our yard, lying on her side and moaning in pain, too sick to stand up. After Wendy, from the farmhouse, wrapped her up in a blanket and took her to the vet, our mother explained, “She ate three rocks last night. I have no idea why.”

For a week we didn’t see Cocoa, but we learned what the word “surgery” meant when Wendy told one of the workers: “Two hours of surgery. She had to have her stomach cut open and the rocks taken out.” 

When she finally came back, Cocoa seemed like a different dog—not really a puppy anymore. 

A week later, she was given away.

“It’s okay,” our mother said, after she was gone. “Some dogs aren’t cut out for the working life.” She sounded as if we should all just forget about Cocoa for now. 

I didn’t of course. How could I?





Meeting Penny

HERSHEY WAS THE FIRST ONE TO be picked by a trainer and leave the farm. He didn’t even look back as he got into the man’s car. It was like he’d already forgotten his dog family, he was so ready to move on to the working part of his life.

After that, each of my brothers and sisters left one by one. I asked my mother if I should be worried that no trainer had picked me yet. “I don’t know,” she said. “Probably.”

She wasn’t a big one for reassuring her puppies. She didn’t see the point. “Some of you won’t make it as working dogs. That’s all there is to it.” 

She didn’t say Cocoa’s name, but I thought of her of course.

After the last of my littermates was taken away and it was just the two of us, my mother said, “They might think you’re too much of a worrier.” She snapped at a fly and went over for some water. “Try not to act so nervous the next time a trainer comes.”

A few days later, I had my chance. Penny walked into our yard and right over to me. She wore a funny green hat and shoes with plastic flowers attached to them. “Look at you!” she said, reaching out to pick me up. “They must have saved the best for last!”

I wriggled and squealed and acted like a puppy again. I was so happy to be chosen I almost left without saying goodbye to my mother. At the last minute, I went over to the bed where she slept by herself now. “I have my trainer!” I said. “I’ll see you in eight months! I’ll work hard, you’ll see! I’ll try not to be too nervous, I promise!”

She confused me then, waking up from her nap, blinking at the light. “All right,” she said. “I suppose it’s too late now for anything else.”

In the car, Penny told me all about herself. “Dogs are my true love, Chester. That’s the first thing you should know about me. I’ve got no husband and no kids. Just a lot of wonderful dogs who I love and train and then I take them back to the farm to be matched with their person.” 

At her house, she showed me pictures of the dogs from her past in frames around her living room. Some of them looked like me in other colors, like yellow and black. “I’ve never had a chocolate lab like you. I think that’s going to make you a little different from the rest.”

She smiled as she said it and pulled me into her lap. I’d known her only a few hours and already she was nicer than my mother had ever been. 





How to Be Understood

“EVERY DOG HAS A WEAKNESS,” PENNY told me a few weeks into my training. “They’re perfect in many ways and then suddenly, they see a rabbit in the woods and all their training goes out the window. Poof, off they go. If it’s not a rabbit, it’ll be something else. The trick is to figure out your challenge as early as possible, then work on it a lot. I’ve got a shelf full of windup squirrels if we need them.”

I loved the way Penny talked to me all the time. I always answered, hoping she would understand me. No thanks, I tried to tell her that time. I don’t think squirrels will be my problem. I’ve seen lots of squirrels. I know not to chase them.

I thought of what my mother had said and I wanted to be honest with Penny. I looked her in the eyes. I’m a little anxious sometimes. It might be a problem.

She looked back at me and smiled reassuringly. “It’s okay,” she said, and for a second, I thought: She understands! She knows what I’m saying! Then she stood up. “I’m going to get one of those squirrels right now and try it on you.”

A few days later, we discovered my weakness. After the boy carried me to the top of the slide. Penny worried that I might get scared of children, so she brought me to a school one morning and we sat outside the front door, saying hello to all the students as they walked in. 

I was fine! Children were sweet! One girl lifted my ear and whispered, “You’re the cutest dog in the whole world.” Another girl lifted my other ear and said, “I love you!”

I love you too! I tried to say, but she didn’t understand. 

“No yipping, Chester,” Penny said firmly, with a flat hand on my nose. It didn’t hurt but still, I felt embarrassed. I had to remember that I understood what people said, but they couldn’t understand me. I went back to the girls and licked their hands. 

That’s when it happened. 

A terrible sound ripped through the air. My legs went jittery and frantic. I scrambled to get under a bench. The sky is falling! The earth is blowing up! I screamed to Penny, but she didn’t hear me. How could she with all that noise? 

When the noise finally stopped, I peeked out from the bench I was hiding under. I couldn’t believe it. The children weren’t scared at all! They even moved toward the door where the sound had come from. 

After they were gone, Penny walked over to my hiding spot and crouched down. “That was just a school bell, silly dog. It looks like maybe loud sounds might be a problem, doesn’t it?”

She talked softly to me the whole drive home. She told me it would be okay, that noises might hurt my ears but they couldn’t hurt my body. She let me ride in the front seat next to her again, where she could keep a hand on my back. I was still having trouble catching my breath.

Her hand felt nice. So did her voice.

“We’ll practice, that’s all. When you don’t expect it, I’ll bang a few pots and pans and you’ll get used to it. Caramel had this problem, too—you remember I told you about her? She got over it eventually.”

That night while I ate my dinner, Penny dropped a cookie sheet on the floor. I thought it was a bolt of lightning hitting the house. I flew out of the room and under the sofa.

“Oh dear,” Penny said from the kitchen. “Looks like we’ve got some work to do, Chester.” 

After that, we worked on it all the time. Along with heeling and fetching and opening doors, Penny and I practiced loud sounds. She whistled. She set off timers. Once, she deliberately set off her smoke alarm. She even warned me ahead of time as she held the match under the alarm. “This is going to be loud, sweetheart.” 

It was and I panicked. I knew I wasn’t supposed to. Penny had told me many times: “When a loud sound comes, sit down and wait. Don’t hide. Breathe in and out until it passes. Your person will need you. They have to be able to find you when it’s over.”

I knew all this and I still panicked. I couldn’t help it. I ran as fast as I could and got under the closest bed or table I could find. 

Except for this problem, my training went well. Almost every day, Penny told me how smart I was. One time, I knew what to do for a trick before she’d even taught me. The trick was opening a drawer and getting out a pot holder. It wasn’t hard. I’d watched a dog do it on a DVD, but Penny must have forgotten, because after I brought it to her she said, “You might just be the smartest dog I’ve ever had.”

After that, she did experiments to test my “vocabulary.” She put different objects around the room and asked me to fetch one without pointing at what she wanted.

“Please bring me my car keys, Chester,” she’d say, and I could. That was easy because Penny misplaced them so much. Whenever she found them, she said, “I hate you, car keys! You always walk away!” I learned the word for “shoes” the same way and also “cell phone.” Once she started those tests, I worked harder to remember the names of things because it made her so happy when I did.

It didn’t seem like that much of an accomplishment to me until I heard Penny on the telephone with Wendy from the farm. “I’ve never seen such a young dog with such a big vocabulary. There are about fifty words that he’s picked up entirely on his own. And it’s not just that. He’s six months old and he’s already got so many commands down—heel, sit-stay, crate, go now, and don’t touch.”

Listening to Penny made me feel good.

“I’ve never seen a dog like this,” she said. “He’s remarkable, really. There’s only one weak spot, I’d say. He seems to have a bit of sound sensitivity.”

Those two words weren’t in my vocabulary back then, but now they are.





Person Matching

THE FIRST TIME I SAW MILTON and Hershey again, they’d gotten so big I almost didn’t recognize them. When I realized who they were, I was so happy, I ran right over. “We’re getting matched with our people! It’s finally going to happen!” I think they were excited too, but were trying not to show it. We were back on the farm and we’d just visited our mother, who gave us a sniff and turned around. Maybe that was her way of saying, You’re older now. Don’t act like puppies. 

I felt excited and nervous and also a little sad. On the drive that morning, Penny had said, “Chess, I have to tell you that if someone picks you this weekend, you’ll stay here for the next two weeks and train with them. You won’t come home with me.”

I knew this would happen sooner or later and it would be the saddest part about becoming a real service dog. I loved Penny more than I’d ever loved anyone. I couldn’t imagine leaving her, but recently I’d come up with a new idea where maybe I wouldn’t have to. My plan was to get matched with someone Penny could fall in love with. Then she could marry that person and we could all live together afterward! 

It was a great idea except it made me extra nervous meeting the group. I tried to avoid going near the people who looked like they were already married, but that was hard to figure out. I definitely avoided the three children in the group. I knew Penny felt uncomfortable with children, so I didn’t think she’d want to marry one.

At demonstration time, each dog and trainer pair were given five minutes. Hershey and Milton used more time than they should have showing off tricks. When it was my turn, there wasn’t much time left. 

Penny and I walked out to the middle of the group. Across the yard, I saw my mother and I thought about Cocoa, who’d wanted her own person, too, but couldn’t stop eating things she wasn’t supposed to. I heard my mother’s voice: Some dogs aren’t meant to do this work. That’s just how it is. 

I looked at the strangers sitting in the chairs. “Okay, Chester, are you ready?” Penny whispered.

Panic rose up from my stomach to my throat. No, I told her. I don’t want to leave you.

“Heel,” she said.

I did.

“Sit.”

I did.

“Stay, please.”

I did.

“That’s a good dog,” Penny said, crouching down to hug me. Then she stood back up to talk about me to the group like the other trainers had about their dogs. “Chester is a highly intelligent, very sensitive dog. I’ve trained seven dogs now, and there are many ways in which he’s different from any of the others.” 

I could tell she was nervous. She kept wiping her hands on the front of her skirt. 

“From the very beginning, I noticed that Chester seemed to understand certain words before I’d ever taught them to him. I’ve done some research about canine language acquisition and discovered that some unusual dogs can pick up on our speech even when they aren’t being directly addressed or trained. When tested, some of them have a vocabulary of up to five hundred words or more.” 

I saw Wendy in the back of the circle point to her watch. 

Penny kept going: “Anyone who chooses Chester should know that he currently has a working vocabulary of at least three hundred words along with the ability to infer meaning, which I’ve never seen in a dog before. If I lay out three objects, two of which are known to him, and ask him to select one with a name he doesn’t recognize, he’ll infer that it must be the item he doesn’t know. This is almost unheard of in the animal kingdom outside of chimpanzees and gorillas. I’ve talked to some canine behavior scientists who’ve told me they’d like to meet Chester.”

I was proud to hear all this, but also worried. She’d gone on for so long, it was a little embarrassing. Milton snorted in boredom. Hershey yawned. 

Also, she was telling people how smart I was rather than having me show them. 

Finally Wendy thanked Penny and told her our time was up. “Our guests need a chance to meet these dogs and get to know them one on one. Trainers, if you don’t mind, we’ll ask you to move around the room and give each person here a chance to interact with your dog—”

“I just have to say one more thing,” Penny interrupted. “Chester is an extraordinarily smart dog, but he is also a little sound sensitive. He overreacts to loud, unexpected sounds. We’ve worked on it a lot, but I’m not sure how much better it’s gotten. There. I just had to say that.”

Wendy smiled at Penny, but it wasn’t a real smile. “Fine then. Thank you, Penny.”

“It’s not that intrusive. He’s fine with telephones and microwaves. He has a hard time with sirens and thunderstorms.”

“Yes, okay. Thank you again, Penny.”

After that, we moved around the room like the other dog/trainer pairs, but no one reached out to pet me or ask any questions. One man whose wife was in a wheelchair asked Penny what sort of words I knew. “Well, nouns, mostly,” Penny said. “I test him by laying three objects on the floor and asking him to fetch one.”

“And you don’t think he looks at your eyes to figure out which one you’re after?”

“No,” she said, but I could tell she was surprised, like maybe she hadn’t thought of this before. “I don’t think so.”

“Dogs are pretty good at reading people’s faces. Understanding what we’re saying, I’m not so sure about.”

“Oh, Chester understands. I know he does. I could do a demonstration right now. If I lay out a towel, a sock, and a shirt and ask for one, he’ll get it right eighty-two percent of the time.”

She was talking too fast and her face was red. She wanted people to like me, but instead they were moving away from her. I didn’t blame them exactly. These people were in wheelchairs mostly. They needed different kinds of help. They weren’t interested in my vocabulary.

I watched Hershey, who’d obviously found the person he’d always dreamed of: a burly, tattooed man in a wheelchair. They already loved each other, I could tell. Milton had also found his person—a gray-haired woman who used a walker. He sat beside her, with his chin raised for a scratch. She was bent over, talking softly to him.

It had been less than an hour, but already each person had picked out their dog. The only leftovers were me and Grendel, a high-strung poodle waiting to be matched with a dog-allergic person. 

I worried that Penny might start to cry in front of the group. I smelled tears coming. I nudged her with my nose and then my whole face. It’ll be okay, I said. I get to go home and stay with you now! We’ll come back and try again next month!

She didn’t hear me of course. 

Now I understand that something more was going on. Penny wasn’t about to cry. She was mad. She was also watching the sky, and the dark clouds rolling in. She knew what was coming before anyone else out in the yard did. She saw the jagged finger of lightning. I don’t know why she didn’t move to get us inside before the explosion, unless maybe she knew what would happen and wanted it to transpire exactly as it did. 

These people had already chosen the dogs they wanted and I wasn’t one of them.

They’d already rejected me.

Maybe she thought: We’ll stand right here and make sure we never have to go through this again.

The next thing I knew, thunder cracked above us. I thought the sky had exploded. I thought the world was ending. I scrambled to the nearest cover I could find, a ramp outside my old play yard. I shut my eyes for a long time.

When the noise finally stopped, I opened my eyes. Three puppies and my mother were staring at me. 

“What’s wrong with him?” they asked my mother. 

“Never mind him,” she said, walking away.

When Penny finally found me, she said only, “Come on, Chester, we’re going.” 

We walked to her car past a half dozen dogs getting to know their new person on the porch. It was raining by then but we were the ones getting wet. My brothers didn’t look at me or say goodbye. Wendy called out to Penny, “We’ll be in touch!”

Penny kept walking. 

“Never mind these people,” Penny said when we got into the car. “I mean it, Chester. You’re too smart to do this work. You’re too good for all of them. We’re going home.”





How to Communicate

PENNY STAYED AWAKE LATE THAT NIGHT reading about Chantek, an orangutan who learned sign language, and Rocky, a sea lion who did math problems with his flippers. 

“I never knew how smart animals could be, Chester. It’s amazing. Bring me my red reading glasses, would you?”

She’d forgotten that colors were hard for me. I brought her one pair. “Not those,” she said. “The red ones.” She was hunched over the computer, squinting at typeface.

I found another pair and hoped for the best.

“There they are! Thank you!”

The more she read, the better she felt about what happened at the farm. 

“This could turn out to be the best thing that happened to either one of us. If you’d found a match there, you would have spent the rest of your life working for someone else. Instead we can focus on you, and getting the world to recognize how smart you are.”

She kept reading for most of the afternoon. By the end of the day she had a plan worked out. “I’ve just found out there are dogs who can be taught to read. At first you do it by reading commands off prompt cards. Once you get the idea, we keep building in new words until you have the reading vocabulary of a first grader! Then I put up a wall of words and when there’s something you want to tell me, I’ll attach a laser pointer to your head that will read the words as you look at them. Think about it, Chess—you’ll be able to talk!”

I wasn’t sure about this. How would reading help me be a better service dog? Were there people with disabilities who used flash cards, not words? I hadn’t seen anything like that in the videos we watched, but maybe there were. 

For the rest of the day, we worked on the first card she wanted me to learn. It had “SIT” written in large black letters.

“Siiiiiit,” she said, holding up the card. She pointed to the word and drew it out.

I sat, of course. My rump knows only how to follow orders. Next, Penny pulled out the same sign again and said nothing. 

I sat again. It wasn’t hard to make Penny happy. She squealed and clapped and showered me with kisses. 

Over the course of the afternoon, she made up three more signs, each one written in a different color ink on a different color paper. Even if I had trouble with my colors, it wasn’t hard to memorize what each card looked like. “STAY” was in big black letters. “SHAKE PAW” was in smaller letters. “BANG” was on a card with a folded corner.

I wasn’t really reading them of course. Dogs can’t read words. But we know how to please people. When Penny explained what “BANG” meant and showed me the trick, that was easy too. By the end
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