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Stealing Cletus 

When I was in high school, my mom drove 477 miles to Portland to force her husband to 

sign divorce papers. When she arrived at her husband’s parents’ house, he was not there. Her 

husband’s Australian Shepard/Black Lab, Nate, was. A car had hit him and his upper body was 

disproportionately larger than his lower body, compensating for two broken hips. Her husband’s 

parents told her that her husband had been living with his new girlfriend for “quite some time.” 

Nate had been left with his parents because her apartment didn’t allow dogs. She’d convinced 

her husband to pick Nate when they were at the shelter. He’d wanted a Pit Bull. As she went to 

leave, Nate barked.  

“Come on buddy,” she said. He took off past her out the door and directly to her car. 

“You can’t take him!” The father yelled. Her husband called later that night, furious she 

had “just showed up” in Portland, but made no mention of the dog. 

 

 I clawed through a fraternity hallway at midnight on a Friday, out of the sweaty sardine 

can and to the side door for fresh air. I was sitting on a brick wall when I noticed a stranger. He 

was around six feet tall with shaggy sandy blonde hair, covered by a blue flat bill hat. His chest 

seemed to lead the rest of his body as he walked. I went to look away, but our eyes met and 

suddenly he was in front of me. “Hi, I’m Braxton,” he said, “Do you want to meet my dog?” 

 So I followed him back into the over-breathed air and through a labyrinth of hallways to 

his room. Braxton opened the door, “Okay, he’s a little crazy.” 

 A Blue Tick Coonhound, then four months old, 45 pounds, and not quite grown into his 

ears, lurched forward in a desperate attempt to escape. Braxton pushed him back with one hand, 

guiding me in with the other. Cletus jumped all over me, howling but wagging his tail. “Are we 
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going to be best friends?” I asked as his flapping ears hit me in the face. Braxton let me entertain 

Cletus for only a moment before commanding my attention. Cletus began howling at the door. 

Braxton ignored him. Cletus pounced at us and howled, then punched at the door. Braxton kept 

talking. The dog persisted.  

 “Maybe he needs to go outside?” I said. 

 

 Braxton had never owned a dog and didn’t have any idea how. He disciplined, and over-

disciplined, when he felt like it, left Cletus locked inside his basement bedroom for twelve hours 

at a time, and refused to take him for walks. Cletus experienced the outdoors only from the end 

of a chain and lacked any form of proper exercise. During the best days, when I put pressure on 

Braxton, Cletus spent an hour a day attached to a 25-yard zip line strung between trees in his 

fraternity’s front yard. I took up running, because Cletus needed to run. Whenever we left the 

house I asked if Cletus could come. After a year of dating, it became habit.  

One Saturday night, we walked a block to the convenience store for beer. I held Cletus’ 

leash on the way there; Braxton held it on the way back. It was fall and I skipped through the 

leaves, holding Braxton’s other hand as I balanced on a concrete slab. 

“What a fun little family trip,” I said.  

“We’re a fun family,” Braxton said. Cletus tried to sniff a dumpster to the side of our 

path and Braxton yanked his leash. We crossed the street to his fraternity, walked up the path and 

entered the front door. In the foyer, a friend called my name and I let go of Braxton’s hand. My 

back was turned only seconds when I heard Cletus yelp. I turned around. 

 Swinging from Cletus’s leash was a 24 pack of Busch Light cans. The handle of the leash 

was in Braxton’s hand. He had threaded the leash through the cardboard handle of the package 
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and dropped it. The case zip lined directly in Cletus’s chest, where the leash attached to his 

collar. 18 pounds of beer hit Cletus in the chest, knocking him down. Braxton pulled his end of 

the leash and Cletus stood. The case of beer hung where his collar connected to his leash. He 

whined and tugged away from the weight. Every tug rocked the case back on the leash and then 

forward into his chest. Braxton laughed and yanked the leash harder, sending the case into the 

now 65-pound dog’s chest, knocking him down. He howled. I yelled. Braxton didn’t seem to 

notice. I ran and ripped the cardboard handle. Braxton dropped the leash and Cletus disappeared 

down the hall. 

 “What the fuck? You better hope he doesn’t escape. Go get him.” He started down the 

hallway to his room. I stuck my head down the hall and whistled. The hound came running down 

the hallway, ears flapping and tongue out. He stopped to let me stroke his head then sprinted into 

the bedroom. 

 “Why would you do that?” I said as I closed the door. 

 “What? With Cletus? That was funny.” He clicked the power button on the TV and 

flopped down onto the couch. I could feel my temperature rising, my face turning color. 

 “He’s never going to listen to you when you’re mean like that to him.”  

“He needs to know who’s boss.”  

“So you’re just going to randomly cause him pain? He’ll never trust you. If he loves you, 

he’ll want to please you.” I stood by the arm of the second couch where Cletus sat, aware that we 

were talking about him. 

“He does love me,” Braxton came to sit beside Cletus. He grabbed the dog’s front paws 

and pulled Cletus onto his lap. He wrapped one arm over the top of him and used the other to 

scratch behind his ears. Cletus tried to stand under the weight of Braxton’s arm. Braxton took 
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him into a bear hug. Cletus wriggled and Braxton planted a quick kiss on his ear before the dog 

leaped over the coffee table onto the floor. Braxton called him, but instead of returning to the 

couch, he came to stand behind me.  

“That doesn’t mean anything,” he said. 

“It means I’m right,” I said as Cletus lifted my hand with his nose.  

“No. It doesn’t. And Cletus doesn’t know shit. He’s a fucking dog.”  

 “He knows that a case of beer is heavy.”  

 “It was funny,” he said. “I was laughing, until you ruined it. Like you do everything fun.” 

He let the word “bitch” escape under his breath.  

 

I don’t remember why we were fighting, because we were always fighting, but I 

remember it was a Tuesday. Braxton left this time and Cletus followed out the open door but 

went in the opposite direction. I followed the dog and together we walked the five blocks to the 

home of my best friend, Rachel. We both enjoyed the lack of leash and change of scene.   

 Forty-five minutes later, Braxton sent me a text: “Bring Cletus home right now or I will 

call the cops. He is micro chipped with my name. ” I told him we were staying where we were 

for the night, but we would be home in the morning. He said I could bring Cletus back by nine 

am, and then changed his mind. Over hours of text messages and calls, he changed his mind over 

and over. I could keep him until the next morning. I needed to bring him back now or he was 

calling the police. We could come home in the morning.  

At three am he was set on me coming home. When I turned off my phone, he called 

Rachel and her roommates. I was keeping them awake and I had class in six hours. I couldn’t 

remember if I finished my homework. I decided to just go home. It wasn’t about delivering 
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Cletus to his owner, but rather, that I delivered myself to Cletus’ owner. It was winter and the 

cold bit me, but we took our time as Cletus sniffed each interesting object on our return.  

I opened the door to our bedroom. The nightlight was on. Braxton lifted his head and 

flipped open the covers so I could crawl in next to him. 

“I can’t sleep without my family here,” he said. His eyes were swollen. He kissed my 

forehead, “I love you.” Cletus jumped onto the bed and curled into a ball between my legs. 

 

 Cletus had always been an itchy dog. The veterinarian said its because he’s anxious. 

There are pills for that, but he’d recommend removing stress from the dog’s life. 

 Once in the middle of the night, Cletus started scratching with enough force to shake the 

bed, waking Braxton and me. 

 “Cletus, off the bed,” I mumbled. Braxton cocked his feet and kicked, sending the dog 

flying off the bed. Cletus yelped, struggled to get to his feet, and sauntered off to sleep on his 

dog bed. 

I was instantly awake, “Why did you do that?”  

 “He’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” He grunted, rolled over, and pulled the blankets over 

his head. 

 

 The truck climbed a dusty, one-lane farming road. I rode in shotgun, holding onto the 

overhead handle and bracing myself with each bump. Braxton drove. Cletus rode in the bed of 

the truck. The rear window’s sliding door was open and he stuck his head through. Drool poured 

from his mouth. I offered him water. His long tongue lapped up the first of the six bottles we 

brought for him. 
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 We stopped at the top of a large hill. I hopped out and dropped the tailgate for Cletus. He 

jumped out over the side of the truck: the lowering of the tailgate was merely a signal that it was 

okay to exit. It was nearing dusk and the sun would be setting soon. 

 Braxton turned off the truck. Reaching behind the seat, he produced a large blanket. He 

spread it on the side of the untraveled road and beckoned for me. I grabbed a tennis ball from the 

back of the truck. I threw it into the field for Cletus before joining Braxton. Cletus brought the 

ball back and dropped it at Braxton’s feet. In true hound fashion, he howled and his tail wagged. 

Braxton snapped his fingers and Cletus sat, sweeping the dirt behind him with his tail. He 

howled. 

 “He says, ‘Thanks for bringing me to this awesome place, guys,’” Braxton said. He threw 

that ball into the field. I laid flat on the blanket, taking in the smell of wheat fields.  

 

 I watched as my belongings sailed into the hallway. My clothing, my toiletries, and then 

my school supplies. The drunken partygoers in the hall stared but no one said a word to either of 

us. 

 “Braxton, stop” I said. “I’ll pack all of it myself, please just let me.”   

 “Nope. You want to leave, this is how you’ll go.” He continued to pitch my things out the 

door. I moved forward and tried to stop him from picking up my MacBook Pro. He shoved me 

into our entertainment center. When I landed, I heard the sound of Cletus’s yelp.  

 “He fucking bit me!” Braxton yelled.  

 I smiled. “Maybe he’s getting sick of you hurting us.” 

 

“We’re a package deal,” Braxton said. “If you leave you can’t see him ever again.”  



7	
Cooney	

 

 “I’ve been raising him for over a year. When I met him he didn’t come when he was 

called and he chewed up everything. He loves me… I should be able to see him. You don’t take 

care of him. He doesn’t want to stay with you. Anyway, you said if we broke up I could take 

him.”  

“I changed my mind.” Agreements with Braxton only lasted as long as he didn’t think I 

was actually leaving.   

 

I tied my running shoes. Cletus stood in the doorway, wiggling and howling. His tail 

wagged and he barked at his leash, which hung on a hook by the door. 

“Ready to go, dude?” He responded with a howl. “Oh yeah? How excited are you?” He 

stood on his hind legs and punched at my chest. I clipped the leash clipped it to his harness and 

with one last bark, we were off. 

We’d run a mile and passed countless people on College Hill. Wherever we went, 

everyone loved Cletus. Passersby reached out to pet him but he paid them no attention and we 

continued on, not breaking pace. We slowed for each particularly good trashcan, dumpster, bush 

or light post. I jogged in place as he marked his territory. We ran passed our normal turn and 

decided to take an unfamiliar alleyway. The sun made beads of sweat on my back and Cletus was 

panting from the rays on his black fur. Three men were in front of us, standing behind a 

fraternity smoking cigarettes. As we passed them, Cletus slowed and growled. The hair on the 

back of his neck rose. I slipped around in the loose gravel. I had headphones in and the music 

covered the noise of the men talking but I could see their lips moving. They exchanged glances 

and one of them stepped towards me. I yanked on Cletus’ leash. He howled at a volume I’d never 

heard before, getting between the man and me. The man jumped back and I pulled on the leash. 
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My heart raced as Cletus backed away slowly. We turned and sprinted down the alleyway, 

headed home. 

 

 For the third time, I called home at the last minute to cancel plans to visit. My mom was 

becoming suspicious.  She gave an ultimatum: come home or pay my own car insurance.  

 Back home, I wore long sleeved shirts and changed privately. I consoled my mom with 

stories of how Braxton and I were working out our problems. I told her he was going to 

counseling. I told her I wasn’t suicidal anymore. It was all lies.  

 With no lock on our bathroom, I risked exposure with every shower. On my last morning 

at home, my mom opened the door while I stood bent over, wrapping my hair in a towel. Her 

view of my naked body was unobstructed.  

 “What the fuck happened to you?” 

 

 I watched a movie with my roommates, but for the last few weeks they’d been watching 

me. My phone rang and their bodies tensed. “Its just Rachel.” No one relaxed. They needed to 

hear a female voice. 

 I put the phone on speaker.  

“I’m in Braxton’s building,” Rachel said, “I’ve been able to hear Cletus whining… for 

hours…”  

“I’m not going over there. Last time he saw me playing with Cletus in the yard he freaked 

out.”  

  “Okay, but Braxton and Rico have been partying for 30 hours straight now.” I took the 
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phone off speaker. “They just came over. They were all coked out but I think they were also 

doing something else. They left in Braxton’s truck and Rico. They would be back tomorrow.” 

“Okay… I’ll figure it out.” 

 “I just thought you’d want to know.” 

I hung up the phone. 

“What was that all about?” One roommate asked. I shrugged and directed my eyes back 

to the TV. Instead of watching the movie, I thought of my mom and Nate. Then, I planned the 

theft. 

It was April and summer break was in two weeks. Prior to the break up, the plan was that 

I would take Cletus home with me for three months. I argued that rural Idaho was a better place 

for him than the city and he knew his mom wasn’t a fan of his loud, energetic dog. All I had to 

do was apologize and act like everything was normal until then. 

 

“You’re my best friend Cletus,” I whispered it to him as he stretched across the passenger 

seat of the car to rest his head in my lap as I drove. We drove through the mountains to my Idaho 

town. I thought about how long I should wait to break up with Braxton. I’d looked up the dog 

ownership laws and was pretty certain I would get away with it. Possession was nine-tenths of 

the law and getting Cletus back would require a lawsuit in civil court. I knew that if he called the 

cops I had every right to tell them to get off my property and advise Braxton to get a lawyer. 

Three months later, when I finally broke it off with him, I told him these things. I mentioned that 

when domestic abuse was involved, the female almost always won. He fought me about the 

breakup, but gave up on Cletus almost instantly.  

v 
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Cletus begged for a bite of the steak taco I tried to eat in peace. He knew the kitchen was 

no place for dogs, but where good smells were, Cletus was, so he stood with his nose two feet 

from my knee. Drool dripped from his jowls as he watched me eat, his only distraction being an 

itch behind his ear. His rear leg satisfied the discomfort and his attention was back on my steak 

taco.  

“Cletus, get away from me. You’re about to drip on my shoe,” I said. He stretched 

slowly, elongating his body to its full span, which by almost three years old was equal to my 

height: five feet and three inches. He sauntered to a distant corner of the room where he sat on 

his hindquarters, still attentively watching my every bite. I ate slower, chuckling as I watched 

him lick his lips whenever a glob dropped from the taco to my plate.  

“I can’t believe Braxton ever hurt that dog. He doesn’t have a listening problem,” my 

mom commented as she drops a piece of steak into the mouth of her stolen dog, Nate.  

“Do you think we’re going to hell for stealing our ex-boyfriends’ dogs?” I asked. 

“Nate, did I steal you?” Her dog lifted her hand with her muzzle and sat on her feet while 

she pet him. I thought about the moments when Braxton was a good dog-owner. I wondered 

what he was going, where he was. Cletus barked to remind me that he was waiting. 

 

 


