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For Cassie, Dina, Lollie, Tortilla, Sadie, Kellae: our girls

Yellow Dog Red passed away in November. The eighth to be exact. She was a Yellow Lab, eighteen, blind, snaggle-toothed, and hobbled by arthritis.  She was a good old girl, and precious to her owner, Parker, who died two years later after never leaving his best friend’s side. 
Yellow Dog Red is buried in the pet cemetery at the base of the oak and eucalyptus grove above the vineyard at the end of Dotty’s road. Parker’s ashes are spread around her headstone. Both owner and pet were known for their loyalty and perceptiveness, as well as for their persistence. All three qualities play prominent roles in their story. The latter—persistence—begins it. Perceptiveness sustains it. But it is loyalty that supports it at every turn from start to finish, and it is for this quality that the memories of both man and dog are treasured.
Dotty’s road was unofficially called Dotty Lane.  But a year after Yellow Dog Red died people started calling it Memory Road, owing to its peculiar power to evoke long hidden memories in those who walked its length. In itself Dotty Lane, or Memory Road, is a nondescript strip of decomposing macadam that twists lazily through the wine country in an elongated thumb-shaped valley surrounded by forested hills on three sides and wetlands on the other. The road was once a stagecoach route that connected San Francisco with points north, before horse-drawn conveyances were replaced by railroad cars carting excursionists. Dotty’s house, just a half-day coach-ride from the city, was its first way-station, where worn horses could be switched, men’s thirsts quenched, and ladies’ toilets attended to. Dotty’s place is a pretty, somewhat fussy, Swiss-inspired gingerbread-trimmed house on a creek paralleling the quaint road that is really still only a muddy buckboard trail capped by a modern surface of ancient origins. Both road and creek are overhung with maple and oak, buckeye, locust, willow and eucalyptus that in the damper hollows are laced with Spanish Moss and mistletoe in a profuseness rarely encountered outside of mangrove swamps. The road’s carrying capacity was never meant to convey anything larger than the four-wheel horse-drawn coaches and, later, the six-wheel motorized lorries that ferried redwood to the cities to the south.  It was most certainly not designed for the diesel-powered eighteen-wheel behemoths sloshing with grape juice that some would presently have had it transport.
The road, like the vehicles it was designed to carry, is peopled by a mix of the eclectic, but surely not simple misfits, who came from near and far to hide, or to seek refuge, from whatever it was about society they found dispiriting. In the scheme of things, most of Dotty’s neighbors until recently would have been adjudged outliers rather than suburbanites—eccentric common folk—whose lives were lived a few degrees south of the more frigid latitudes of quiet desperation that encircle the lives of most in-dwellers.
Before this band of intrepid characters came, bands of equally dauntless wanderers passed through for the soporific qualities imparted by the waters, which are unnaturally warm, and by the air, which is lush and unusually sweet. Like all of the plucky vagabonds, including Dotty, who came with her husband Max to flee the blackball, Parker, an ex-Army Intelligence Officer who had seen too much war and kept too many secrets, sought refuge here in order to find solace from a world gone viral with violence and technological miracles, both of which Parker believed killed the spirit in equal amounts. In this regard, one of the few sentiments Parker, in being an unvoluble man generally, was fond of espousing was that he did not envy God for having a mind that was unable to forget even the smallest of His creations lest it negate all His other creations.  Which is to say, by Parker’s reckoning, it was impossible for God to be of two minds about anything.
Unlike Parker, a select number of the newer folk who came to this place were indeed of two minds and did not seem in general to have migrated here seeking either refuge or solace; instead, they came to fatten their social brands in pastures clothed in grapevines, and to extend those same brands into newer pastures sown green with dividends. A few of these people for whom earning a living was the least of their worries are the ones who took umbrage with Parker over a matter that, to them, was paltry, but which, for Parker, was the stuff he would die for.
 
The pet cemetery, like the road it is on, is unimportant in the overall scheme of things, an artifact of simpler, mostly forgotten times really, when the road was first paved and used by bootleggers and G-Men alike to get to and from wood-fired stills that spilled out “sacramental” wines in such absurd quantities that the tax men could finally no longer ignore that the stills’ outputs could have redeemed twice over the number of pious confessors that then existed on the whole planet. Five acres in size, the burial ground was set uphill from the southeast corner of a 200-acre parcel whose owner was a horse doctor by the name of Gainsaid Pound. It is on land that, before Gainsaid Pound purchased it, was deemed worthless except as a dump-site for animal parts and as a feasting place for the vultures that fattened themselves thereupon, and also as a place where fly-by-night mechanics could dispose of used antifreeze that the vultures subsequently guzzled thirstily to their own demise.
The veterinarian—in being shrewder than the dictates his professional practice—or indeed his name—demanded of him, and more loving of his clientele than was emotionally healthy for a person who wept pitiably through every euthanization—was a man whose loyalty was unquestioned, and he saw to it through various legally binding and supposedly unbreakable covenants that after he was gone the cemetery he created would be kept intact in perpetuity by its designated guarantor: initially the International Humane Society, and then the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. It is these covenants that Parker defended with one of his own: a compact with himself to keep vigil over his best friend’s resting place until it was indeed secured in law as well as in deed, or until death should reunite owner with best friend.
The vigil, which the local paper The Valley Observer, came to call “The Yellow Dog Red Overlook,” began in concept the day Parker placed Yellow Dog Red’s headstone at the head of her grave. About mid-afternoon on that fine autumn day, a duo of surveyors entered into the cemetery from the direction of the vet’s kennel, which adjoined the cemetery to the north. By nature a nonconfrontational man, and out of respect for Yellow Dog Red, Parker greeted the surveyors cordially and watched with interest and in silence as they went about setting up their laser level on the property line not far downhill from Red’s plot. This was in the corner next to the ancient redwood split-log fence that delineated the cemetery’s lower southern boundary from the almost equally neglected vineyard to the east, now overgrown with mustard and calendula, where Gainsaid Pound had tried to coax muscat grapes to grow in the company of marauding deer he didn’t have the heart to shoot.
“You from the county?” Parker inquired finally, during a lull in the men’s work; for he had heard the vet’s property had been sold yet again, and he assumed the title company had demanded a new survey after the last owners, a troupe of actors out of Chicago, had let the property and the farmhouse on it go to what would be the next-to-last all-but-inevitable step above going to seed.
“Nope,” tersely replied the one who was in charge. He then whipped off his cap to show Parker the logo sewn on it: Wine Country Civil Engineering.
“They outsourcing now?” Parker asked, again surmising that the county was using resources in the private sector to augment or supplant its traditional public service commitments.
The man, who was perhaps half Parker’s age, faced him and, scowling, cocked his head. It was an expression and a gesture both gauche and dismissive, which Parker, who, as part of his duties as an Intelligence Officer investigating corruption in the Army Corps of Engineers, received magnanimously and, instead of being offended by it, he gave the man the benefit of the doubt, ascribing his rudeness to the type of social awkwardness—geekiness it is called now—that both the data gathering and engineering professions seemed to esteem.
“Look, sir, if you don’t mind, we’re on a tight schedule here,” the surveyor said, casting a disdainful glance at Parker’s attire, which consisted of his usual, admittedly neglectful work clothes: an ill-coordinated wardrobe of faded, grease-stained jeans, threadbare canvas jacket, a shabby tartan-green-and-yellow muffler, and a rumpled pink beret whose rim was sullied with perspiration. “The owners want to start preparing this land before the rains come and make it too muddy to work the soil for planting in the spring.” He then turned his back on Parker and resumed adjusting his level.
“Why would they—whoever they are—want to work the soil in a graveyard?”
The man, whose jowls were in girth at least two decades ahead of him in years, and whose eyes seemed to flit fitfully like a squirrel’s, sparked with impatience. “How the fuck should I know, old man?” he spat, facing Parker again, perhaps assuming by his attire that Parker was a derelict. “Use your imagination. They probably want to dig up the fucking animal bones so they can put their fucking winery and vineyards here. I mean, look around you,” he said, gesturing harshly toward the vineyard downslope from the graveyard, “and do the math. In this appellation, those vines, if they were Pinot, could bring in twenty-thou an acre times two hundred acres—four million a year—easy, if anyone wanted to put in the time and money to take care of ‘em. And this,” he frowned, scanning in a glance that took in the dozens of lichen-covered headstones overgrown with horsetail and thistles, buckeye and poison oak, “is worth nothing. Not in this terroir.”
Parker was too stunned at the man’s rudeness to reply, other than to say, “They are worth everything to me. And she was not a terrier. She was a Lab.”
Another scowl began to form on the civil engineer’s face before he realized that Parker was standing above a freshly placed headstone and a mound of dirt of a new grave whose perimeter was outlined with chewed-over dog bones and tennis balls. “Oh. Okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sure the new owners will let you dig up...um...” he eyed the headstone, whose words of etched marble he mouthed to himself: “Here at my feet, my friend Yellow Dog Red lies, waiting for me in peace, always faithful.” Then aloud, he said, “I’m sure the owners will let you dig up Yellow Dog Red before they doze all this under.”
Again Parker was left speechless and could only repeat the man’s last word in the form of a question. “Under?”
“Leave him be,” intruded the voice of the other surveyor, who was grappling with coaxing the surveying rod through a grouping of buckeyes whose sinuous lateral branches intertwined with one another to form a web made of wood. The man was swarthy and had a ruddy complexion that, coupled with the frustration that tinged his words, telegraphed to Parker, whose work in Intelligence had been to size up men in a glance, a history of manual labor and, more importantly, of apologizing for a life of debauchery and, possibly, abandonment. “Look at him. He’s probably homeless,” he said, as if Parker were invisible. But then he too noticed the headstone and winced. “Sorry about the dog,” he said, then appraising Parker’s garments, three-day stubble, droopy-lidded milky-blue eyes, leathery skin and general gauntness, he reached into his pocket, and added, “You know, if you need a place to stay, Redwood Mission is good. Been there myself once. Here, have a wake for your friend,” he said, as he withdrew a five-dollar bill out of his pants and waved it in Parker’s face.
To that point, Parker, beside being stunned at the men’s impertinence, had felt magnanimous, and perhaps even sympathetic, toward the two, especially the man with the pole, who was, to Parker, clearly projecting his own shortcomings. But the sight of the money so offended him that he instinctively lashed out.
“Go! Go now!” He muttered, lips tightened and blue with anger, and as he pushed aside the money he took a step forward and grabbed the surveying rod away from the man. He then heaved it like a javelin backwards over the fence line into the thicket of poison oak that grew along the water course lined with vulture bones and rusted radiators.
“Whoa! Okay! Okay! Now...now...cool it, Howard. You’re getting us into a situation here,” the jowly one interceded, motioning for Howard to stand back after he had advanced a retaliatory step toward Parker. “Just go and get the fucking stick.”
“Fuck this, Bill. Get the fucking stick yourself. And fuck this tard,” he spat, venting his anger on Bill rather than Parker. “I’m not going into that poison oak. Not this close to Thanksgiving, anyway, fuck you very much. Not after I spent all of last Christmas scratching my balls and dick to shreds.”
Parker slid sideways so that he stood in front of Yellow Dog Red’s headstone and between it and Howard who, he surmised, was prone to acting on his anger. He then picked up the shovel lying on the mound of earth in case Howard had any other ideas; for it had become clear to Parker that Howard had the type of pathetically short fuse and incendiary temper that characterized so many of the serial alcoholics he had encountered in the Army. Meanwhile, the one named Bill took out his phone and placed a call. He quickly and emotionlessly explained the situation, and after a minute or two he terminated the conversation.
“Okay, Howard, let’s go,” he said, then turning to Parker his tone modulated into overly unctuous politeness. “The owners said they’ll get their lawyer to call the sheriff. They said we can come back after Mr...”
“Parker.”
“After Mr. Parker has had some time to grieve for Yellow Dog Red and think about what he wants to do with him.”
“Her.”
“With her. Sorry. Look, Mr. Parker,” Bill said, sincerely now it seemed, “I’m sorry for your loss. I love dogs. I even had a Chihuahua. And I’m sure everything will work out. But you have to know that there’s too much money, big money, riding on this for a little bump in the road to prevent it from going forward.” He gestured toward Yellow Dog Red.
Having had enough, Parker snapped, “Yellow Dog Red is not a little bump in the road. She was my best friend. And it is time for you to go.”
“Look, just go and get a shower and a shave, and things will look a lot better for you tomorrow,” inserted Howard, attempting to be conciliatory in his condescension.
“Young man,” Parker said, enunciating his words slowly while lowering his head so that, to Howard, he looked, with his stubble and homeless mien, like a lunatic about to ram his head into his chest. “I am not homeless. And you are a rude jackass for assuming so. I also suggest that you work on your critical assessment skills if you want to go any higher than being a dickhead twizel-stick-bearer. Now, leave me with my dog.” And to Bill, he added hesitantly, more as an afterthought he could no longer suppress, “I’m sorry your wife left you, Bill. Believe me, I know that loneliness in a man your age is a bottomless pit. But you must know that neither resentment nor work will fill it.”
Bill’s eyes bulged and his jaw dropped, causing his jowls to jiggle. “How the fuck do you know about my wife?”
Parker shrugged. “It used to be my business to know these things,” he said, prepared to say no more than that. But when he saw tears welling in Bill’s eyes, he felt compelled to explain further. “When a man feels he must take off his cap to say who he is, it tells me: there is a man who has given up trying to explain himself after losing too many fights with those closest to him. And,” he appended, “the white band on your ring finger tells me you only recently took off your wedding ring, so I assumed that that person was your wife. Or ex-wife. And that she is also the one with whom the Chihuahua is now living.”
“Shiiiit!” Howard exclaimed.
Bill shook his head and as he wiped away his tears a steely glint replaced them. “You should mind your own business, Parker.” Whereupon he hastily boxed up his laser level and, striding off in the direction he and Howard had come, called out over his shoulder, “We’ll be back. Bank on it. And if you’re smart, Parker, you won’t be here. And neither should your Yellow Dog Red.” 
“What about the pole?” Howard yelled, undecided whether he should follow Bill’s lead or remain.
“Leave the fucking twizel-stick. We’ll get it next time.”
Howard shrugged and turned to Parker. “I tell you, Parker, a shower and a shave will do you a world—”
“Go! before I tell you about your daughter,” warned Parker, from which followed a look that combined cocky bemusement tinged with fear to settle on Howard’s ruddy face. 
“What kind of business did you say you were in? Voodoo?” he persisted, in a manner that Parker adjudged was the type of self-punishing over-confident patter common in a man well-versed in the narrative of repeated failure.
Parker let a small smile escape, which Howard stupidly mistook to be one of accord. “I didn’t say. But most assuredly it wasn’t voodoo. Try science. Psychology to be specific. For your information, Howard,” intoned Parker, in a fashion that totally belied his unkempt appearance, “I was a Captain in Army Intelligence. Retired twenty-two years ago. It was my job to ferret out weaknesses in our enemies and to spot crooks in our ranks. And as for your daughter, I would guess she’s given up on you yet again, and that you are headed for detox in a few—”
“Okay! Okay! I don’t want to know. I’m going,” Howard yelped, as real fear spread across his continence.
 
Parker came down with a cold the next day. Nonetheless he was well enough to make it out to check up on Yellow Dog Red. Thankfully, there was no sign of any vandalism or such, and when it began to rain late in the afternoon, he went over to Dotty’s for tea. She put some brandy, lemon rind and honey in it, and as he sipped it and ate four of the lemon tarts he prized so, he told her of his encounter with the surveyors and asked if she knew the new owners of The Pound House (which is how the locals have referred to it among themselves for over forty years), which she confessed she didn’t, although she had heard at her quilting bee that they were of some nationality that began with an I, either Iranian or Italian. She also said she doubted he needed to worry too much; since the new owners would, like all the rest, probably not last any longer than had any of the others; all of whom had come in, remodeled, then either flipped the house immediately or lost interest in it after a few years and then sold it. The Pound House was just one of those places, Dotty and Parker agreed, that every neighborhood has, which is bought and sold again and again within a span of a few years while those of their neighbors’ are held in the family for decades if not forever.
Having been exposed to the same sort of poison gas they dusted the jungle with in Vietnam, which had shortened Dotty’s husband Max’s life by decades, Parker, like Max, was prone to have his colds go into bronchitis or, worse, pneumonia. But as usual Dotty couldn’t convince Parker to stay with her past tea, even if only to rest for awhile on the couch; not as long as his wife Sylvia, who sadly no longer recognized Parker or anyone else, was still alive. So, Dotty sent Parker home to his house up the hill from the market in town with more of the tarts, which she still made twice a week for Max’s and her old delicatessen—Dotty’s Deli.
It rained for the next few days and Dotty didn’t see or hear from Parker. The next time she did see him he was much improved, with no sign, other than a few sniffles, of the pulmonary problems she had so feared. The rain had let up, and he was pulling behind his new pickup the ancient teardrop trailer that he and Sylvia had used for camping in Yosemite every summer until, at fourteen, their son Tad was overcome by hypothermia in Lake Tenaya and had drowned, and which hadn’t been used since. Dotty’s thought was that Parker had brought the trailer over in order to move it onto her property so that he couldn’t be accused of sleeping in the same house with Dotty. Cheered at the prospect, she decorously said nothing of it, of course, because she didn’t want to seem too eager. She then fixed Parker lunch while he played with her spaniel, Princess, growling and feigning on the floor with her in the manner he always did, which is to say like he was himself a dog. But as soon as he and Dotty sat down, as if to dispel her eagerness he told her right off the bat that the trailer was going into the cemetery so that he could keep close watch over Yellow Dog Red.
“You can’t live in that! You’ll catch your death up there in it, Parker,” Dotty said in exasperation, truly alarmed at the prospect, which made it easy for her to hide her disappointment. “Leave it here, with me. It’s only a short walk from here to the cemetery.” Dotty looked imploringly into Parker’s eyes, and in his gaze saw the love and friendship he held for her. She also saw a determination she knew would be impossible to shunt aside.
He said, “I’m over eighty, Dotty. Death is going to catch me soon enough anyway. And now that Sylvia is gone from me. And Yellow Dog Red is gone, I—”
“It’s no wonder I always thought you and Max were blood brothers,” she blurted, not wanting Parker to finish his thought, and also to remind Parker, ten years Max’s senior, that he had promised on his friend’s death bed to look after Dotty when he was gone. “You are both as stubborn as Edgartown clammers at low tide. And if you do this thing, you’re just asking for that tide to come in and get you.”
“That may be,” nodded Parker, and to Dotty’s relief he did not see—or chose to ignore—the guilt on her face at her mention of being overtaken by the tide. “But Max was as loyal as I am stubborn,” he said, “and so I think he would approve. He loved Yellow Dog Red as much as I did.”
“And so did I. She was one game dame,” Dotty admitted, knowing that Parker’s old Lab was one of those once-in-a-lifetime companions—an avatar almost—one who had been able to provide Parker with the strength and endurance he needed to go on as Alzheimers inexorably excavated Sylvia of memory, leaving her and him with only the thin verdigris of the present to measure their decades together. And there was one other thing that tied her and Max and Parker together; Max was the one who had found Yellow Dog Red for Parker after his other Lab, Kitty, had passed away.
 
The Yellow Dog Red Overlook began simply enough that same day when Parker pulled the trailer up the dirt access road, which skirted the vineyard and ran parallel to the poison-oak-bone-radiator-clogged seasonal waterway, into the cemetery, where he parked it beside and just to the north of Yellow Dog Red, in-between the neighboring grave in which a German Shepard named Queenie lay at rest. He had brought some cement pavers in the back of his truck, which he stacked atop each other on either side and under the screw for leveling. Having had a fifth-wheel with Max, Dotty helped Parker by letting him know when the bubble in the level had split the black line. When he was satisfied the trailer was as good as it was going to be, he then wrapped a chain, which he had been keeping on his property for forty years just in case he should ever need it, around the trailer’s axle and a huge valley oak that grew out of the poison oak. Being that it was a chain off a tugboat, whose individual links were each six-inches long and an inch thick of case-hardened steel, Parker felt sure that no one could come in with a bolt-cutter and cut it; that it would take a blowtorch, a bomb and a team of lumberjacks to get the job done.
A blustery storm—the second rainfall of the season—blew in that same night, downing numerous trees in the valley, including two diseased locust trees and an emaciated willow lining the driveway of The Pound House, which was itself located smack-dab in the middle of the property, mid-way between the road and the crest of the hilltop property lines. The next day a tree-cutting crew showed up at mid-morning and, since the ground was not yet close to being saturated, went about cutting and splitting and mulching the three trees before the crew broke for lunch.
Parker thought that that would be the end of it; that the men would move on to dispense with other fallen trees in the valley. However, after lunch the crew began working their way uphill from the kennel behind the house, felling, cutting, and then mulching every tree and shrub in their path, leaving only stumps large enough for a dozer to push over and uproot. By day’s end they had cleared an acre of land, and it was apparent to Parker that they had no intention of stopping until all of the land outside the cemetery, from the crest of the hill to the old vineyard, was cleared of trees in preparation for the grapevines that were theoretically planned to replace them.
By week’s end the tree removal team had worked their way to the uphill leg of the split-log fence boundary of the cemetery on the side opposite from Yellow Dog Red’s grave. To that point, Parker had interacted with the cutting crew only minimally from a distance, choosing to spend his days to himself, grooming the grave sites nearest Yellow Dog Red’s, reading, listening to the radio, writing in his journal, and resting his eyes by gazing out over the valley, whose trees and vineyards were in their full-on agog-with-autumn-color mode.
Parker had put down an indoor-outdoor carpet outside the trailer, upon which he had placed a camping table and four directors chairs, as well as a portable propane heater, an Army cot, and a futon sofa. Dotty had been his only visitor that first week, sharing tea and sandwiches (and of course a supply of Dotty’s World Famous Lemon Tarts) with him on those afternoons when it wasn’t too cold for her to be outside; for the trailer itself could realistically hold only one person, unless, that is, they wanted to lie or sit in bed together (She did. He wouldn’t.). But Dotty’s visits were perforce short ones—since Parker had only a portable, solar-powered water closet that she refused to use, despite that it was quite clean and modern, and he had gone to the trouble to set it up out of sight between two boulders and a makeshift screen constructed of woven bay laurel branches next to the grave of Queenie’s lifelong companion, a German Shepard named Quagmire.
Parker and Dotty were sharing a glass of beer on the evening of the day the tree removal team had come to the edge of the cemetery. The crew had left for the day, but the supervisor came up to the trailer from the direction of the Pound House, calling out his approach across the graveyard with a series of loud hellos. Like most in his profession, Parker noticed he was muscular and had an air of fearlessness to him that bespoke years of dodging falling trees, broken chainsaw blades, and bankruptcy. In his mid-forties, he was a man who spoke plainly and who saw the world in the same dimensions as he did a cord of wood. After identifying himself by name as Roper, he genially informed Parker his crew would be cutting through the graveyard the next day, clearing away all trees and brush, and that Parker would need to move his trailer first thing that next morning.
Before replying to this, Parker gestured for the man to have a seat. “Why don’t you have a beer with us so we can talk this over,” he said.
Roper frowned, but after a moment of indecision and obviously exhausted from a day of bucking fifty-to-one-hundred-year-old trees, he fell into the canvas chair opposite Parker’s, with a view toward Yellow Dog Red. “Just one.”
“Coors okay?” Parker replied, flipping up the lid of the cooler he had brought with him, which was filled with beer and bottled water in the crushed ice Dotty had had delivered from the market.
“Perfect. Nothing like a cold beer on a day like this,” he said, glancing appreciatively out over the valley, “when the first rains have washed away the dust. To me,” he continued, with an ironic nod toward his own dusty clothing, “the land shimmers with a radiance that seems to come from within the land itself. Like there is a movie projector underground.”
Parker nodded in appreciation of the sentiment as he pulled out a bottle and twisted off its cap. He then handed the beer to Roper. “To your health!” he toasted.
“And to the ethereal,” Roper added, as the three clinked their bottles together.
After taking a big swig, Roper extended his bottle toward Yellow Dog Red’s headstone. “Is that the dog all this fuss is about?”
Parker shrugged. “I don’t see there’s any fuss. But, yes, that’s where my dog is buried.”
“I heard she was a Lab. Had one of ‘em myself,” he said. “A chocolate. Named him Chewbaca. Turned out to be a good name for him too. Because he ate his way through a couch and a car seat. But he was a good dog after he grew up.”
“Three years?”
“Nope. Five. Chewed everything in sight till then. Then just stopped and got fat and barked a lot at gophers and deer.”
Parker smiled. “Males can be chewers. Bones help.”
Roper shook his head. “Didn’t with Chewbaca. But the biggest problem wasn’t the chewing. It was that that dog just wouldn’t stay home. If I wasn’t watching him, he’d go off roaming through the sloughs. Get himself all covered with mud, come home and roll on the rugs to dry himself. Drove my girlfriend crazy. We’d get a phone call: ‘Roper,’ they’d say, ‘I got Chewbaca over here. Covered with mud. Want me to throw him in the back of my truck and bring him back?’
“I really loved that dog,” Roper continued, pensively peeling off strands of the label with a fingernail. “Early on, when I was cutting on burned-over land outside Groveland, I was out on a job and Chew started roaming round and round like Labs do. Going back and forth with his nose to the ground. Then he started barking. The first couple of times I yelled at him to quiet down, saying I wouldn’t be able to take him with me anymore if he was going to make such a nuisance of himself. That did quiet him down—more the tone than the words—but the third time it happened he was only about ten feet from where I was bucking a gnarly two-hundred-year-old live oak by myself, and he wouldn’t let up. I had finally had enough. I shut off my saw and went over and kicked him in the side. Hard. Steel-toed boot too. You never want to kick a dog on the nose,” Roper added, having by then peeled off the entire label. “But I wanted to teach him a lesson. He looked at me like I’d shot him. Then the crazy dog started barking again. Not at me but at the tree I was cutting. I thought that maybe he had distemper, or had eaten a mushroom, or even that he was trying to out-bark my saw or something like that to gain attention.
“That’s when I heard the rattling. If you’re like me,” he continued, glancing at Parker, “once you’ve heard a rattler close by, you know your body is going to react without you even having to think. And I must’ve jumped ten feet back and two feet in the air. If it hadn’t had been for Chewbaca,” he said, rubbing his chin with the back of his hand, “I know for sure I wouldn’t’ve heard that rattler, because he was coiled inside a void I wouldn’t’ve paid any attention to until I was on it. And that would’ve been too late. I would’ve been bitten. And being that we were alone, probably ten miles from the nearest town, I might’ve died, or lost a leg at a minimum.”
Roper sighed and his gaze grew distant. “It was a rattler that finally got Chewbaca. He was nosing around in a gopher hole on the back of my property. I didn’t find his body until the buzzards had picked it clean.
“I’m sorry,” responded Parker, furrowing his brow. 
“Sometimes a dog just isn’t happy unless it’s free to roam,” said Roper, with a tone of irony shadowed with sadness in his voice. He had come to the end of his beer, which he stood on the table. “So then,” he said, bracing his hands to the sides of his knees, “do we have an understanding? You’ll move the trailer tomorrow? I can give you till noon. To get this cleaned up, I mean.”
“Parker’s brows shot up. But contrary to his expression his voice betrayed none of his surprise. “My understanding is that this is sacred ground that is not to be disturbed. As you see, I am simply observing that that is indeed the case.”
“You mean you’re staying here? In that?” He gestured toward the trailer.
“That is correct. Until there is no longer any danger.” He spread his arms to indicate that he was referring not only to his trailer but to the whole of the cemetery.
“What about sanitation? You can’t just...you know...”
“I know,” Parker said, while with his gaze he directed Roper’s attention toward the two rocks separating Queenie and Quagmire. In the lichens on the rock nearest to them the letters “W.C.” were etched. “I’ve taken care of it.”
“Food? How do you eat?”
“I’m taking care of that,” Dotty said.
Roper nodded, then he leaned back in the folding chair and clasped his hands behind his head. He remained in this pose for almost a minute, then in a subdued tone, said, “I’ve heard that the owners, some of them at least, are not nice people. So, it might be best for you if you just do as they ask, and hope for the best.”
“And would that also be what’s best for Yellow Dog Red?”
“A backhoe could have her out of here and into a new spot in an hour.”
Parker eyed Roper with a look that bespoke not only skepticism but suspicion. “You never had a dog named Chewbaca, did you?” he said, but again without even the slightest hint of accusation.
Roper unclasped his hands and dropped his arms to his side as if they had been suddenly untied. “What do you mean? Of course I had a dog.”
“Whose name was Chewbaca?”
Roper hesitated a moment, then, sourly, replied, “Yes, whose name was Chewbaca.”
“No, respectfully, I doubt that very much, sir,” Parker said, with a wave of his hand but without any hint of rancor in the tone of his voice. “I also doubt very much your story of how Chewbaca saved your life.”
“Why? Why do you doubt me?” sputtered Roper. “I swear it’s true.”
“I’ll leave you to swear to truth at another time, preferably to your confessor,” Parker replied. “But for now I doubt your truthfulness for two reasons. The first is that you have demonstrated that in peeling off the Coors label you are a man of superficial impulses. One who thinks only in ways that are skin-deep. The second reason—and really the most telling—is that a man who truly loves his dog, a dog who saved his life, a dog who was faithful after being kicked by him with a steel-toed boot, would never be able to wait to find him until his bones were clean. Furthermore, in combining these two observations, it is my assumption that you have come here to put an earthy face on a lie in order to fatten your own wallet.”
Roper stared at Parker in confoundment, but could find no words to respond before Parker went on.
“Here is what I would suggest. I suggest that you continue with your tree removal project, but that you leave the cemetery intact. As you can see for yourself, there are more than enough trees left to fell outside the cemetery to keep you busy for months, especially if the weather holds out like this. The other thing I’d suggest is that you go back to whoever is paying you for your work here, and tell them that I told you they or you will have to cut me in half with one of your chainsaws before I will leave Yellow Dog Red’s side if her final resting place is in danger.”
Roper placed his hands on the arms of the chair and pushed himself to his feet. His own arms, despite their muscularity, shook, but not from the effort to raise himself to standing but from the anger seething in him that he was barely able to contain.
“Look here, asshole,” he hissed.
“I beg your pardon. Watch your language, young man,” interjected Dotty, with unaffected injury glossing her voice.
“Sorry, Ma’am,” Roper said, blushing, and his voice, like his arms, were shaking. “Look, Parker, you were right about Chewbaca. Truth is, I’ve never even had a dog. I was only saying it because I wanted to do you a favor. Like I said, these are not nice people. I meant it when I said they won’t let two old coots get in their way. They could hurt you.”
“Was it money they offered you to warn us off?” Parker said.
Roper shrugged. “No, not in so many words. They just said I would find it profitable if I could convince you to leave without them having to call in the sheriff and evict you. They’re sensitive to how they’ll be seen.”
Parker rubbed his eyes, which were more bloodshot in the aftermath of his cold than was usually the case. “Well, look, Roper, I can see you’re not a bad sort. Yes, you bent the truth a little, which is in bad form. But I can forgive you for that, because I can tell it doesn’t come naturally to you, a sharp man with a good head on your shoulders. So, why don’t we just say your blade hit a spike and got a little dull, and let it go at that. Deal?”
Parker extended his hand for Roper to shake. Roper’s jaw muscles bulged against his urge to lash out for having been caught in a lie and then humiliated by the forgiveness extended by this old man. But being a man whose outlook on life was bundled into cords of perspective that almost always matched clean boundaries of right and wrong, Roper realized the wisdom of Parker’s suggestion.
“Deal,” he said, taking Parker’s hand. “No cutting, for now, in the cemetery.”
“Good! Now, go and tell whoever it is you’re dealing with what I suggested about cutting around the cemetery, and what you have justagreed to. And tell them that I don’t intend to be a bump in the road for anybody. Tell them my intention is to change the route of their whole road. In other words, tell them they will have to cut me down first before I let them disturb my friend Yellow Dog Red.”
 
Roper’s tree cutting crew did not show up for the next few days, and during the lull in the deforestation project Parker asked Dotty to go in to the county seat and visit the recorder’s office in order to search out the deed, and to see if it was indeed true what he and she had always heard, but only secondhand, that there was a stipulation in the vet’s original that the cemetery was to remain a pet cemetery in perpetuity. Parker also asked a lawyer friend of his to check out the deed and, also, to connect with the animal support group’s national office to see if they supported such property covenants.
The deed was soon located and copies were made and given to Parker and to Dotty. It was an odd document, in that, although the intent by Dr. Pound had clearly been to treat the cemetery as a separate parcel in order to protect the animals buried therein, there was also enough ambiguity in its wording—because whoever wrote it was clearly not well-versed in the subject—for any good property law lawyer to drive a locomotive through. Which is what the Humane Society also told Parker: that the legal grounds for keeping the pet cemetery intact were wide open to debate.
Moreover, in such cases where the language was ambiguous, it meant that the ones who usually won such legal debates were those whose money spoke the loudest. The SPCA and the lawyer’s advice to him, therefore, was to get a lawyer who specialized in real estate law to represent the animals buried in the cemetery; animals who were now animals in the memory of their owners only—most of whom existed only in memory themselves—and because of this there would probably be no one of legal standing to press the issue in court.
Having been a man whose profession had required him to spend far too many hours holed up with military prosecutors looking for loopholes through which to convict hapless dupes and imbecilic crooks, Parker took their advice with a grain—no, a ton—of salt, saying something to the effect that “venom-spewing perjurers had ruined the law,” the gist of which meant that he would rather take a bath with rattlesnakes than to have to resort to depending on a lawyer to represent his beloved Yellow Dog Red. Dotty wasn’t the least bit surprised by Parker’s antipathy; for she herself had a jaundiced view of the legal profession after getting an unfair shake after Max died, when her lawyer not only did poorly, to the point of malpractice, in representing her in a suit Max had brought against a conglomerate that was infringing on Dolly’s Deli trademarked lemon tarts, but who then managed to get himself hired on by that same tart-stealing firm. Dolly felt that she had probably lost several million dollars on account of that lawyer. Therefore, the word stubborn did not begin to do service to either hers or to Parker’s aversion when it came to the possibility of litigation. In the end, though, this persistence—or obstinacy, as some would call it—would prove to be of pivotal importance in the battle to save the Gainsaid Pound Cemetery; for it was a battle which from the beginning was enjoined based on the law of love rather than on the love of the law.
Roper returned early in the morning a few days later, and before his crew commenced cutting down trees, he made a beeline straight across the graveyard to see Parker, who he found basking in the morning sun with a cup of steaming tea in his hand. It was a cool morning, with the thermometer hovering a few degrees above freezing. The hoarfrost had yet to evaporate, and, as Roper approached, his footfalls left dark prints across the icy carpet. Upon seeing Parker, he raised an arm in greeting, then quickly placed it across his chest.
“Hail, Parker!” he called out brightly, using a form of greeting Parker found oddly anachronistic as well as welcoming. Roper was wearing a beige lambskin coat with a white fur collar, both of which were drawn tightly about him against the cold, and which struck Parker as peculiar vestments for a tree cutter. His expression was one that Parker mistook at first for a grimace; for Roper possessed one of those austere Nordic mouths that stretched when he smiled from side to side rather than bowed up, although, as he drew nearer, Parker saw that Roper was in fact smiling broadly. There was also a spring in his step where before there had been only fatigue, which Parker attributed right off to Roper’s having had a few days off.
“Good morning,” Parker said, cocking his head warily at the goofy grin Roper wore. “What’s up?”
With that, Roper carefully pulled open his lambs-wool lapel to reveal another mass, or rather a small roll, of beige-colored fur on which were affixed three black markings. Only after a second had passed did Parker realize that the round bundle Roper cradled in his arms was a puppy.
“What on earth?” were all the words he could summon.
“It’s a Lab. A Yellow Lab!” Roper exclaimed, and he carefully pulled the small dog out from beneath its woolen cocoon for Parker to see.
“Oh my! I can see that!” Parker exclaimed in turn. Then his expression clouded. “I hope you didn’t bring that dog to me as a peace offering,” he said, “not the least because I’m too old for another dog, especially a puppy. But because it’s so cruel a trick to tempt me, that I couldn’t ever even begin to forgive you for doing this to me before I’ve had time to grieve for Yellow Dog Red.”
“Hold on, Parker,” Roper responded, still smiling despite Parker’s rebuke. “I swear, it’s not a bribe. This is not for you. This is my dog.”
Parker furrowed his brows. “I don’t understand.”
“She came to me yesterday. Out of the blue. Becky, a longtime friend of my girlfriend found out three days ago she got a job as head winemaker in Otago, in New Zealand,” he added, “and she had just gotten the puppy less than a week before. Hadn’t even named her yet. And couldn’t take it with her. So Becky asked me if I would take her.”
“And now she’s yours?”
“Can you believe it? Three days ago I was making up stories about my dog Chewbaca and...” He shook his head. “And I have you to thank for this,” he added, with a note of gravity. “I don’t know how you did it, but I think it’s because of you that she came to me.”
“I doubt that very much,” answered Parker. “I may be able to pull a few strings occasionally to get something done. But I’m hardly in the business of interfering with how people live their lives.”
Roper shrugged. “Well, whatever you think, it happened, and I’ve gone and named her after you.”
Baffled, Parker said, “You named your dog Parker? What kind of name for a dog is that?”
“Here,” Roper said, extending the puppy toward Parker, “would you like to hold Parker?”
A short pause ensued, then Parker placed his teacup on the table and reached out hesitantly for Roper’s puppy, which he quickly drew against his down jacket for warmth. Then, directing his words to the headstone, he said, “What do you think, Red? Should I trust this man and his new little puppy? A man who lied about those who would be his best friend? No? Yes? Ah!” he said, tilting his head theatrically in acknowledgment. Then, to the puppy, “Well, hello, Parker, my friend Yellow Dog Red has just told me I would be an old fool not to trust you.” He then lowered his voice so that it was barely above a whisper. “She also told me,” he added, as Parker-the-dog bit down harmlessly on his thumb, “I would be an even older coot to trust a puppy that didn’t bite me.” Then, to Roper, “How old is she?”
“Twelve weeks.”
“Purebred?”
“Got her AKC papers.”
“Joints okay?”
“Guaranteed. And eyes too.”
Parker nodded. “Looks like a good dog. Sharp teeth. And I guess I like the name too,” he added, as Parker-the-dog wriggled to free herself of his arms. “I think she has to pee.”
“Here, I’ll take her out of the cemetery,” Roper inserted. “Don’t want her to desecrate it.”
“Nonsense,” responded Parker, lowering the puppy to the ground. “A dog peeing on her ancestors is like you and me putting flowers on our own’s graves.”
Roper nodded and, tipping his head in amusement, watched as Parker-the-dog scampered over to attack the dew on a tuft of soapweed, then to pounce on Parker’s shoelaces, then to run lickety-split back over to Yellow Dog Red’s headstone, where she batted at the letters etched therein, and then finally squatted to pee.
“Parker!” yelped Roper as he bent to fetch her. “Bad girl!”
“No, let her be,” inserted Parker, resting his hand on Roper’s arm to keep him from interfering with the puppy’s business. Then, as she was about to finish it, he added, “Now, tell her what a good girl she is.”
“Really?”
“Really. Better that she learns to run off to pee than to pee on your foot, or in your shoe when you’re not there.”
Roper nodded in recognition. “Good girl, Parker,” he said, although the tone of his praise was more suited for one of his workers than for a twelve-week-old puppy. He then looked down at his watch. “I should be going,” he said. “I just wanted to come over and apologize for last week. I can’t believe what a jerk I was. I don’t know why I let people talk me into doing stupid stuff like that. Some character flaw, I guess. My girlfriend says it’s from a need to want to please people.”
“That’s why you need a dog. To help keep you honest,” Parker said, as a grin spread across his face at the alacrity with which his namesake had begun chasing her tail. “And to bark at those who would want to do harm to you.”
“Suppose so,” Roper said absently, also smiling at his dog’s antics. “The problem is,” he added, “those who would want to do harm to me are sometimes the same ones who are paying me.”
Parker shifted his gaze from the dog to Roper whose mouth had stretched into a rueful smile, and, in it, he saw that Roper was not really a shallow or a weak man, but one who, because he had not allowed himself to reflect too deeply, was put at the mercy of those who saw they could box him in and get away with it without much, if any, of a fight.
“That’s exactly the reason why a dog will keep coming back to someone who kicks them, as long as it’s the same one who’s feeding them.”
“You know, the truth is I would never kick a dog,” Roper confessed. “I was just being dramatic the other day because I thought it would be an effective way to show you I knew what I was talking about, about dogs, I mean.”
Parker shook his head slowly from side to side as he picked up his teacup and drew a sip of the hot liquid into his mouth. After a moment he said, “I disagree with what you said about never kicking a dog. But I’m not really sure we’re talking about dogs now, are we?” Parker added. “Because in my experience, a man who lies about brutality toward an innocent being to make another man’s point is a man who has experienced both in his own life. What goes around comes around is how the saying goes. My guess, if you want to hear it,” he went on, as Roper shrugged in uncertain assent, “is that perhaps you yourself have been subjected to too many kickings and lyings of a kind. And that someday when Parker does something you don’t like, like peeing in your shoe, you might be tempted to do what others did to you.”
Roper had averted his eyes to his dog again, who was pawing earnestly at the soft earth beneath the headstone, but just as he was about to yell at her to stop, he caught himself. Instead, he retrained his eyes on Parker.
“I think you may be right, Parker,” he sighed. “My old man was harder on me than he needed to be. Way harder. Because his own pa had been so hard on him. Couldn’t help himself, he said. But what can I do? It’s just the way me and my brothers were brought up.”
“Do you still love your dad?”
“Of course. Hate him too.” He frowned.
Parker shook his head. “Like I said, it’s not my business to tell people what to do. I was in intelligence not psychoanalysis. I only observed how people behaved and, if what they were doing was against the law, call them out on it and let the lawyers play God with their lives. But let me tell you, there is one thing I’ve learned from my forty years of working inside peoples’ heads: no man or woman, even the most evil one among us, deserves to be treated cruelly; because when we are cruel to others we are being cruel to ourselves, even if we think we’re doing it in the name of love. No,” Parker said pensively, while watching as his namesake rolled herself into a neat little ball in the depression she had dug, and fell immediately asleep, “the only way to stop cruelty is to stop being cruel. Just do it. It’s as simple as that.”
Roper’s eyes flashed momentarily in anger. “Just do it! What the hell makes you think you can...you can...” he sputtered, before his words tailed away quickly into a contrite silence which Parker ended a moment later.
“What makes me think I can tell you how to act towards others?” he asked, to which Roper nodded feebly. “First,” Parker went on, “I don’t. Do you really think I—look at me, I’m old and I’m sitting in a cold graveyard with my dead dog—can presume to think that I can tell you or anyone else how to be? And, second, on the other hand, what makes you think it is wrong of someone like me to put myself in another person’s place in order to understand him and, if I can, communicate what I know of it to him? Roper,” he said, taking another sip of tea, “I’m not telling you anything about yourself you don’t already know.”
Roper cringed, and Parker motioned for him to take a seat. Parker then offered to pour him some tea from the teapot that was warming on a Sterno burner off to one side, which Roper declined, and after Parker had refilled his own cup, Roper said, “I didn’t mean to say I think it’s wrong for you to sit by your dog’s side. On the contrary, I think it’s touching. I’d like to feel the same way about Parker when her day comes. It’s just that to stop doing something when it’s all you know isn’t as easy as making a slogan about it. Christ! If it was that easy, we’d all be saints, and dogs would always pee outside.”
Parker drew his lips tight. “You’re right,” he said. “I overstepped myself. I was wrong to give you the impression that I diminish the difficulty in making changes in one’s way of doing things. God knows—and Dotty will tell you—I have ruts and routines of my own that cripple how I interact with the world. But please do not believe for a moment,” he went on, “that I was belittling you. I was merely stating my belief—sharing my own experience with you—that changes in myself have come about in the same way that I see them coming about in nature; by actions, not by thinking. And just by looking at you, I know you are a man of action. A man who prides himself on doing rather than being. Is that not right?”
Roper nodded doubtfully as if his feelings had been hurt. “I guess so,” he said, and added, “But I’m not stupid.”
Parker winced at Roper’s response. “No, of course not,” he said, “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant at all. And I apologize if you think I was inferring it. In fact, in the short time I’ve known you,” he went on, “I have come to genuinely appreciate that you are highly intelligent. I have also come to see that your intelligence is projected onto things rather than ideas. In another life, I can see you as someone who designs and makes things, like a...like an architect perhaps.”
“What?” Roper’s face lit up. “I’m six credits away from my online Bachelor of Architecture Degree. How did you know that?”
Parker shrugged. “A good guess.”
“In fact,” Roper continued, “my goal is to design buildings that minimize the use of wood. You see,” he said, gesturing toward the trees outside the cemetery, “I really do hate killing trees. But I’m good at it. Very good, I think. Third generation. And I’m kind toward them. But I also think I must be doing some sort of penitence for something me or my family has done in past lives.”
“We all do things for reasons,” Parker replied. “And we all pay a price for doing those things. The trick is to turn a profit,” he added, “by keeping the price low and the reasons high-minded.”
Before Roper could respond, a man’s voice from the direction of the old kennel intruded in on their conversation. “I’ll be right there!” answered Roper. Then, to Parker, he said, “Look, Parker. We’ll cut around the graveyard like you suggested, and if the owners want the trees in here logged, we’ll just say we’re busy on other jobs. That’s the best I can do.”
“That’s all I can ask of you,” Parker said, then after a moment, added, “Why don’t you leave Parker with me while you work? It’d be better than leaving her in a crate or in your truck.” When Roper looked skeptically at the puppy, still sound asleep, Parker appended, “The fact is, Roper, we could both use a little disciplining.”
“Oh, you don’t have to train her.”
Parker shook his head. “I wasn’t talking about the dog Parker. I was talking about the man Parker—me—and Yellow Dog Red. We both need some help on how to go on now that we aren’t together.”
Roper smiled and looked down at his watch again. “Okay, if it’s not too much trouble. She’s eaten, but I’ll bring over some kibble before we get started. I’ll check in on our breaks, and if she’s a problem anytime, just come over and get me, and I’ll bring her back with me to the truck,” he said, just as little Parker began to whimper and run in her sleep.
Parker poured himself the last of the tea. “Go about your work, Roper. Parker will be fine here with me. As a matter of fact,” he yawned, “I didn’t sleep well last night. So, I think I’ll catch up with Yellow Dog Red and Parker while they’re running through the forest of their dreams, because that’s where the air is always freshest, the trees are always greenest, and their barks are always loudest.” Whereupon Parker stood and shuffled over beside Yellow Dog Red’s headstone. He then lowered himself to the ground and leaned against the marble stone so that his arm was curled around Parker-the-dog.
“Away we go, girls,” he said, as he returned Roper’s wave and shut his eyes.
 
Early the next morning Parker was awakened out of a sound sleep when he heard heavy grunting and the sound of someone running down the hill past his trailer. By the time he was able to pull on his slippers, throw his robe on over his pajamas, and gather up his flashlight, there was no one to be seen in the direction that the animal or person had departed. However, when Parker directed the beam of his light in the opposite direction, toward Yellow Dog Red’s headstone, he saw that it was gone. A moment later, still groggy and unsteady on his feet, he stumbled over and found that, rather than missing, the stone had been tipped over. Moreover, there were boot prints in the soft dirt of the grave. The intent of whoever had pushed it over was not lost on Parker: to intimidate him into leaving.
But that person, and perhaps even the ones who had put him up to it, if they were different, had miscalculated badly; for, if anything, the event sealed Parker’s resolve as none other could have to keep him to his vigil. It also worked to galvanize the support of others who knew Parker, and of those who would in time come to know him, to help him maintain his overlook. He would meet the first of this latter coterie, a girl named Angwin, late that day just after he had reset Yellow Dog Red’s stone in the ground, buttressed by a ring of bocce-ball-size stones.
Angwin approached Parker from the dirt access road through the vineyard that paralleled the seasonal creek, carrying a skateboard under her arm. This quirky conveyance alone, as well as her studied saunter, served to identify her to him as one of the group of five or six adolescents who regularly skateboarded up and down the road, often to Parker’s trepidation over their acrobatic antics, which he was sure would land at least a few of them on crutches or—since none wore helmets—with neurological deficits. The young girl drew opposite the split-log fence at the southern edge of the cemetery, then flicked off the earbuds in her ears. She didn’t say anything right off, even though Parker was only twenty feet away and gazing directly at her. Instead, she simply peered in every other direction but his, in what seemed a systematic surveillance of the perimeter of the area. Finally she let her gaze fall squarely on Parker.
“A friend of Dotty tweeted me about the headstone,” she said, gesturing with her eyes, which were brown and almond-shaped and set in an oval face that Parker placed as of Middle Eastern lineage. “Bummer. My name’s Angwin. You can call me Angie.”
Having nephews and nieces of his own, Parker decided against asking for clarification about what bird-call it was that Dotty’s friend had communicated. Instead, he replied, “Hi, Angie. I’m Parker.”
“I already know that,” she said, and lifted her iPhone as if it were self-evident that Parker should know his name was in it. “Can I come in?”
Parker shrugged. “Sure. I don’t own this. This is a cemetery. It’s public property.”
“Thanks,” she said, whereupon she vaulted over the fence like it was a pommel horse. She drew up beside Parker and without saying another word bent down to look closely at the headstone. “Yellow Dog Red is trending, you know,” she murmured. “I like the epitaph. Can I take a picture of it to tweet?”
Parker could only shrug at the meaning of her words. “Why not.”
Of less uncertainty to Parker than the peculiar lexicon of Angie’s speech was the look she conveyed in her posture, which, to Parker, suggested a shallow earnestness, the type of which he had come to associate with con artists.
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