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            Chapter One

         

         GRETNA STEELE shuffled past the television. She kept the set muted, but it stayed on for the entire day.

         “Nobody in this ‘retirement village’ can hear worth beans. Why should I turn up the volume? I’m already being forced to listen to six other programs from every apartment on this floor.”

         What was being shown on the screen caught her eye. She shuffled to a stop and pulled the remote out of the pocket of her pastel housedress. She stabbed at the yellow button while turning the remote toward the TV, to help push the electronic beam into the set’s electric eye.

         She knew the extra push made the television respond faster.

         The older analog TV, the size of a small refrigerator, barked into full voice.

         Sad music was playing.

         “No. Not sad. Plaintive. Manipulative.”

         Gretna often self-narrated the small events in her daily routine.

         She leaned forward and narrowed her eyes. She had glasses somewhere, but seldom wore them.

         “They make me look old. I may be eighty-five, but I don’t have to dress the part,” she often said.

         The commercial continued. A series of dogs with sad faces appeared on the screen.

         “Adopt one of these,” the announcer said, with just the right amount of gravitas, “and you’ll be making the world a better place for one lucky dog or cat. And yourself.”

         And then Gretna noticed something. The commercial was not the finely tuned, slick presentation of a national campaign. It was not a video done by some corporate animal rescue organization. This had to have been locally made and produced—perhaps by some volunteer at the shelter who happened to have a decent video camera.

         In the foreground were two sad dogs, each apparently selected because they could emote maximum pathos. In the background stood another dog. This dog was black and active and bouncing and grinning and looking directly at Gretna, almost as if he was daring her to look away, to not be affected by the announcer’s plea, smirking and wiggling and grinning cheek to jowl.

         “That dog has guts,” she said to herself. “He’s not buying into their propaganda.”

         Then the black dog in the background stopped and simply stared, but his grin remained at half power. Gretna was sure the semi-happy beast was staring directly at her.

         She thought for a moment.

         “So where is this place, anyhow?”

         And in a few seconds, the announcer gave the address. Twice. And asked for donations three times.
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         It took less than an hour for the taxi to arrive. Gretna climbed in, pulled out a small pocket-sized notepad, and made a most deliberate show of writing down the cabbie’s name and cab number. She made sure the cabdriver saw what she was doing.

         “Mizz Steele, you don’t scare me. I drive you six times in a month,” the driver said with a thick accent. Gretna thought it was perhaps Caribbean, perhaps Middle Eastern. Even African. He was from somewhere else and not here—of that Gretna was certain.

         She leaned closer to the Plexiglas partition, narrowing her eyes, determined.

         “Maybe.”

         “I did, Mizz Steele. Last time, we go to de Giant Eagle. Remember? You paid in quarters.”

         “Maybe.”

         The driver, one Sharif Moses Yusry, sighed and put the cab into gear.

         “Where to, Mizz Steele?” he asked. “De Giant Eagle again?”

         Gretna scowled at the rearview mirror.

         “No. I don’t eat that much. Or spend that much. Who do you think I am? A drunken sailor?”

         The cabdriver sighed, signaling that he knew arguing, or even adding a comment, was futile, but stopped when he reached the end of the circular driveway.

         “So…where to, Mizz Steele?”

         Gretna flipped the page on her notepad.

         “Sixty-six twenty Hamilton Avenue.”

         Sharif did not pull out.

         “What’s there?”

         Gretna scowled again, then responded with a more agreeable tone.

         “You’re a cabdriver, for heaven’s sake. If you don’t know where it’s at, then let me call for another cabdriver who does know.”

         Sharif slumped in the front seat.

         “Mizz Steele, I know address. I know street. What will I look for? A house? A store? What?”

         “And that’s none of your business, actually. But if it helps you find the place without taking me on a wild-goose chase, then it’s the Animal Rescue League of Western Pennsylvania.”

         Sharif remained still, even though his surprised expression was reflected in the rearview mirror.

         “You adopt a kittycat?”

         Gretna leaned back in the seat.

         “Again, none of your business. But, no. I’m adopting Thurman.”
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         Professor Wilson Steele set his cup of coffee down on the round kitchen table with precision—the very same table that had been in the kitchen since Wilson was a child: chrome legs and Formica top, the table surface mainly gray with a squiggling pattern of red and gray lines, which Wilson always thought looked like snakes, or some sort of 1950s virus, worn almost colorless in a couple of spots by several thousand meals eaten at those very places.

         Wilson had rotated the table one-half turn fifteen years ago and now sat at a relatively unworn location, his chair still facing the same direction as it had when he was younger—the same direction he had always faced, since birth, the truth be told.

         Or at least since being able to sit in a high chair.

         His seat faced the kitchen window over the sink and had a prime view of the large oak tree in the side yard.

         Or used to have a view of the oak tree.

         The tree had succumbed to natural causes a decade earlier, and it cost Wilson an obscene amount of money to have it cut down, chain-sawed into smaller sections, and hauled away. He would have left that spot bare, but without the oak tree as a shield, he could see directly into the kitchen of Rod and Linda Heasley, an overbearingly friendly couple who were relative newcomers to the neighborhood, having arrived some twenty years earlier.

         Linda Heasley had had the temerity to wave to him after the oak was dispatched. Yes, wave to him as he sat and enjoyed his cup of coffee in the morning.

         He assumed that social protocol required him to wave back.

         And on that same day, between the writing classes he taught at the University of Pittsburgh, he had ordered an obscenely expensive thirty-foot maple tree to replace the oak and harangued the nursery to deliver it the following day.

         The maple wasn’t as full or as large as the oak, but it was a serviceable screen between the two houses.

         “Good fences—and big trees—make good neighbors,” he said to himself, the same thing he had said to himself every time he sat at stared at the maple tree, which was now coming into green.

         Wilson’s house, originally his parents’ house, sat, as the crow flies, only two miles from where his mother now lived. It had a phone that had been placed in an alcove. This was the same alcove that had held that phone ever since he was young, during the time when the family owned only a single phone. Wilson believed that the architect of the house had designated this small niche to be the “phone alcove,” on the premise that a family would have but one phone and one outlet only—as God intended it to be.

         Now Wilson had a wireless phone system with four separate phones scattered throughout the house. But to Wilson, talking on this specific phone, located in the alcove, made it an official phone call. So it was the one he usually used. That phone began to ring and Wilson picked it up.

         “Are you home?”

         Wilson sighed.

         “No, Mom, I’m hang gliding off of Mount Washington. Of course I’m home. You called the landline. I have to be at home to answer that, remember?”

         “Do not get snippy with me, young man. I was merely making conversation.”

         Wilson took a deep breath and stared at himself in the hall mirror. He wondered how many reflections this mirror had seen over the decades it had hung there. He ran his hand over his short salt-and-pepper hair. It was only just a bit thinner than it had been when he was young, but it still gave him a very average, nearing-senior-citizen-status, grayed appearance. He had never considered himself handsome, nor notable in any physical way, just average—average height, average weight, average coloring, modestly blue eyes, average, all of it average, tending to invisibility.

         Sweet invisibility.

         “Well…you have to come and get my dog.”

         Wilson did not speak for a long moment. He did not have a dog growing up. As far as he knew, his mother never had a dog growing up. No one in their family had dogs. So this was probably not a flashback to some childhood memory.

         “Your dog? You do not have a dog, Mother.”

         He typically used the word “Mother” rather than “Mom” as his exasperation rose.

         He heard her sigh with an increased degree of that same exasperation.

         “I do too. He’s right here. Aren’t you, Thurman?”

         Wilson heard some sort of rusty noise in the background. A manner of vague growling.

         It could be the TV. That was always on.

         “Mom. A dog? Are you drinking enough water? Remember what Dr. Farkas said. You get dehydrated and you start hallucinating. That happens easily with his older patients.”

         He heard his mother snort in derision.

         “I’m not an ‘older patient,’ that quack. And I am not seeing things. Thurman is here with me. And he can’t be. With me, I mean. Because he is definitely here. So you have to come and get him.”

         Her grip on reality was clearly starting to become tenuous.

         “Okay, Mom. Settle down. I have to go to class now. I’ll stop over when it’s done. This afternoon. Okay? And take care of your ‘dog.’ Okay?”

         “You’re a good son,” Gretna replied. “Such a good boy.”

         And then she hung up and Wilson was not sure if she had addressed the last comment to him or to the dog, imaginary or otherwise.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         WILSON’S ONLY CLASS that day was a master’s-level graduate class, “Writing the Short Story,” that met on the fourth floor of the Cathedral of Learning, a massive stone tower done in the Late Gothic Revival style, the centerpiece of the University of Pittsburgh’s Oakland campus.

         Wilson hated the building.

         Too overstated. Too big. Too European. It loomed. He didn’t like looming. It saw too much. Like that tower with the big eye in The Lord of the Rings.

         Wilson stepped into the classroom two minutes past the normal start time of 10:30. The phone call from his mother had upset his routine and he had missed his normal bus, the 9:37 61-A that traveled from Wilkinsburg through Squirrel Hill and then to Oakland. His normal bus usually got him to school at 10:07, with more than time enough for him to get a cup of coffee from the snack shop in the basement.

         Horrible coffee, but better than anything else they sold.

         For the past many months, and actually for his entire decades-long teaching career in the English department, Wilson had always been in class well before the class was to start. Students had grown accustomed to seeing him at the desk in front, his buttery-colored, well-worn leather satchel unsnapped and open in front of him, as if he was using it as a shield, his eyes on some paper or book or manuscript, barely acknowledging them until the exact proper time that the class was scheduled to begin.

         It was obvious that Wilson was unaccustomed to being late and, worse, totally inept at giving socially plausible explanations as to why he was late—even though as a senior, fully tenured professor, he did not need to give excuses. In fact, the rule of thumb was that students should give a full professor at least fifteen minutes’ grace before they packed up and headed out, glad to have an unexpected but excused release from class.

         Two minutes was well within the margin of error, depending on the timepiece used to measure promptness.

         “Sorry,” Wilson mumbled as he walked to the desk. “Sorry.”

         It was also obvious that he was unaccustomed to apologizing.

         “When one lives alone,” he wrote once in an article for the Blue and Gold, the campus literary magazine that was briefly and actually published on real paper and not just in the electronic cloud, back in the late 1970s, “there are few things done in private that one needs to explain, let alone apologize for. Solitude does wonders for one suffering from a guilty conscience.”

         “It was a personal issue,” he stammered, not really sure of how much to share, what exactly to explain. This was new water for him to be swimming, or floundering, in.

         “Not for me. My mother. And a dog.”

         Then he looked up at the students. Most of them appeared befuddled and confused, as if none had really expected any sort of explanation.

         “It’s a long story,” Wilson said, taking a breath, pausing, regrouping, “and this class is the short story.”

         A chuckle or two bubbled up, more out of social expectation than actual mirth.

         “So if you want the entire tale, you’ll have to take my ‘Art of the Novel’ class next semester.”

         Another weak chuckle followed.

         Then Wilson took a deep breath, as if sloughing off whatever travails had caused him to be late that morning.

         “We are reading the first draft of our first-person pieces. I have noted my comments on each. But let’s see what the class has to say.”

         He looked down at the small stack of papers on the desk.

         “Ms. Fodor, since yours is on the top of the pile, we will start with your piece.”

         As she began to read her two-page piece—the maximum length allowed for the assignment (“It forces a writer to be careful with words”), Wilson put his thoughts on autopilot, as it were. He never liked having students read their work. Most of the writing was not really all that good, especially in a first draft, but year after year the students claimed in their end-of-class evaluation that the comments from their peers in class were the most beneficial part of the course.

         As he listened, or half-listened, something in Wilson’s thoughts, deep down, deep in the back, buried, or nearly buried, startled to jangle—a shrillness, an alarm of sorts began to erupt.

         It always sounded like his mother’s voice, off in the distance. Shouting. Pleading. With explosions.

         Wilson twisted in his seat as he tried to ignore his internal warning, a warning he had experienced on occasion before this moment, and instead he shifted his thoughts to the crisis at hand—his mother and a dog.

         So my mother got a dog, he mused. That’s really odd. Even for her. I’m just glad that this is her problem and not mine. That is, if she really has a dog and it’s not some elaborate hallucination.

         And that’s when the warning began to sound louder, and louder, until it was the only thing that Wilson could hear, and he involuntarily shuddered.

         He suddenly realized that Ms. Fodor was finished.

         He took a deep breath, trying to push the warning away.

         “So, who wants to give Ms. Fodor some advice, or reaction, to what she read?”

         Wilson waited until Ms. Davenport, a mousy, reticent third-year grad student in creative writing, shyly raised her hand and began a long and overly polite gutting of virtually every aspect of the work just read.

         Such are the ways of an unexpected ambush, Wilson thought and resisted the urge to offer a wry, knowing smile.
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         “Well, Thurman, Wilson will be right here after he teaches his little class at school.”

         Thurman growled an acknowledgment.

         Gretna smiled and patted him on the head. She wasn’t always exactly sure what he was saying, but she knew he was talking to her, or at least trying to talk to her.

         “He’ll take care of you, Thurman.”

         Thurman looked up, a quizzical expression on his face.

         “He will, Thurman. If nothing else, Wilson is a man of his word. He’ll take care of this.”

         She fell heavily into the couch facing the TV. Thurman walked up to her with an expectant look.

         “Sure, Thurman, jump up. I’ve already said it was okay.”

         Thurman launched himself up and tumbled into a puddle of legs and paws next to Gretna, eventually maneuvering his head so it fell into her lap.

         “Such a nice boy,” she said and stroked his head.

         Thurman growled happily, a low throaty growl, as if he was clearing his throat while trying to talk.

         Gretna stopped.

         “I won’t be sad, Thurman, when you leave. Well, maybe a little, but you’ll be with Wilson. We can still see each other.”

         Thurman growled in response.

         “He’s nice. You’ll see. But he’s lonely.”

         Thurman growled more, and longer, more nuanced.

         “I know. I have told him to get married. He hasn’t. He doesn’t even date. Hasn’t for years. He never listened to me—not about this.”

         Thurman growled and rasped and rumbled.

         “I know. I always wanted a grandchild. Wilson should have a child. But I don’t think that will ever happen. Not now.”

         Thurman squirmed about and eventually stood up on the couch, a little wobbly since the couch was very soft and giving. He looked directly at Gretna and rumbled, growled, mumbled.

         “Thurman, you shouldn’t say things that aren’t true.”

         Thurman did say that, and growled it again.

         “Thurman, are you sure? You’re not making it up?”

         Thurman did not speak, but nodded his head.

         “Really sure?”

         Thurman nodded again.

         Gretna hesitated, then leaned over and gave the big black dog a very gentle but all-encompassing hug. After a long moment, she whispered into Thurman’s ear, “Where did you come from, anyhow?”

         And Thurman leaned back, smiled, and growled his answer.
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         Wilson used his key to enter his mother’s apartment, after signing in at the desk in the lobby. He probably did not have to, as he had seen other visitors just waltz in and wave, but the sign said ALL GUESTS MUST SIGN IN, and Wilson was a guest and not a resident, so he signed in, like he had done every other time he visited his mother in her second retirement home. Her first attempt at retirement had been in Florida, where after only two years she had declared it “too hot, too many bugs, and way too many old people.”

         She had returned to the punitive winters of western Pennsylvania, to a scarcity of old friends still alive, and most important, to her only son.

         In the center of the rug in her living room lay a large splooch of a black dog—big paws, big frame, gentle eyes, and a lunatic’s sort of grin, most likely carrying a fair amount of Labrador genetic heritage in its blood. The dog maintained his odd smile, then scrambled to his feet, growling, explaining. He took two steps, then sat down, as if to wait for proper introductions.

         Gretna shuffled in from the bedroom.

         “Hello, Wilson. I see you have met Thurman.”

         Wilson shrugged.

         “I suppose. At least he didn’t lunge at me and try to eat me for lunch.”

         Gretna hugged her son.

         “Don’t be ridiculous, Wilson. Thurman is a gentle soul.”

         Wilson slowly shook his head in disdain.

         Well, at least the dog was real. That was a relief. Sort of.

         “Why Thurman, Mom?”

         His mother sniffed at what she must have considered an impertinent question.

         “Why Thurman? I don’t know. That’s what the people at the animal shelter called him. I didn’t think it would be right if I tried to change his name. Maybe he likes it. Hard to know with a dog, I guess. He comes when I call him, though, so he must know it by now. He smiles when he hears the name Thurman.”

         As if to demonstrate, Thurman looked up and did actually appear to be smiling. His tail activity increased as well.

         Wilson stayed where he was. He did not want to come closer. He was not fond of dogs. He never had a dog growing up, not that he’d wanted one, his father being an otolaryngologist, specializing in allergies and sinus issues, who claimed that dogs were a boon to his practice.

         “No, Mother, that wasn’t quite the question. I meant, why a dog at all? Why now?”

         Wilson often found himself pulling his mother back to pay attention to the subject at hand from wherever it was she wandered off to.

         “Wilson, honey, there’s that ad on TV that shows all those sad dogs who didn’t have homes. I couldn’t resist. They are all alone. They need a home. All of them have such big eyes. And they are so…sad. Thurman wasn’t, though. It was like he knew me from before. I don’t know. Maybe. So I took a cab there, to that shelter over by Mellon Park, and I came back with Thurman. He’s such a sweetie, isn’t he?”

         “He looks demented.”

         Wilson’s mother glared at her son. As did Thurman, in a dog-judgmental way.

         “He is not. He’s sweet and one of God’s creatures. Don’t be that way. Like your father. God loves all creatures, great and small, you know. Be a Christian about this.”

         This was familiar ground for Wilson and his mother. He decided to remain neutral.

         “I didn’t know that you could have a dog here, Mother.”

         That was when he saw her lips start to tremble and her eyes grow watery.

         “I know. I didn’t know. The director came up yesterday and told me. No dogs. I can’t keep him. He was nice about it—but rules are rules. That’s why I called you.”

         “Why? Take him back. Tell them you made a mistake.”

         Thurman the dog warbled and growled in response, as if he was answering Wilson’s remark.

         “I can’t, Wilson. I just can’t. I can’t do that. Not to that sweet face.”

         Wilson drew in a deep breath.

         “You want me to take him back?”

         Then his mother did begin to cry.

         “No. No. You can’t.”

         “Then what?”

         His mother drew herself up to her full five-foot-three-inch stature, squared her shoulders, dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she always seemed to have in her hand, and shook her head.

         “Well…he’s not going back.”

         Wilson waited. Thurman rumbled a little.

         “You have to take him home,” she continued.

         Wilson did not hesitate.

         “No.”

         “Just for a day or two. Maybe three. Tops. I’ll make calls. I’ll find him a good home. Mrs. Berkowitz downstairs said that her son might want him. The dog can’t go back to the shelter. They won’t keep him. They’ll…well, they don’t want to, but they’re overcrowded. I won’t let them do that. I won’t be party to a gassing.”

         It was obvious to Wilson that his mother was maneuvering, and he had already assumed that she had no intention of finding this horrid dog another home.

         “No,” he said with a firm tone.

         “Wilson, you have always been a good boy. Just for a few days. I’ll find him a home. I will. You want to make your mother happy, don’t you?”

         At this, as if on cue, Thurman stood, shook himself, and walked carefully and deliberately to a few feet in front of Wilson. He sat down, looked up, and warbled-grumbled-growled a long sentence.

         Wilson listened, and for a moment he thought that the dog said, I will be good.

         Wilson actually took a step backward.

         What? Is he talking? It sounds like he’s trying to…talk—but that’s crazy.

         Wilson looked first at the dog, then at the pained face of his mother attempting to radiate guilt, like a flu victim radiates germs, then closed his eyes.

         It was useless to argue with this woman.

         “Mom, if I agree that I’ll take the dog, you have to guarantee that it will only be for a day or two. Will you promise? Or else I’ll take him back, regardless of the unpleasant consequences. Understand?”

         Wilson was hedging his bets—he had his mother committing to locate another home for the beast, and she was on record for acknowledging that any stay with him had to be short-lived.

         Gretna nearly dove at her son, embracing him fiercely, holding him tight, murmuring that he was a good son, all the while Thurman’s mumble-growling seemed to agree.

         His mother let him go, offering a knowing smile.

         I knew that today was not going to be a good day. I knew it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         YOU ARE son of Mizz Steele?”

         Wilson felt perturbed when recognized—by shopkeepers and former students, let alone cabdrivers whom he had never once seen before.

         He narrowed his eyes.

         Sharif Yusry climbed out of the driver’s seat and hurried to the back door.

         “De door, sir, it sometimes sticks.”

         The driver clattered with it for a moment, then managed to get the door open.

         “I say son of Mizz Steele. I recognize dog. I drive Mizz Steele to animal place. I wait and she arrives out with de black dog.”

         That makes sense. He doesn’t know me. He knows the dog.

         Thurman growled and wiggled and shoved his nose at the cabdriver’s hand.

         “He is an appropriate dog, sir. Most friendly.”

         Thurman hopped into the backseat.

         “Indeed. Friendly. I suppose that is an admirable trait.”

         “Oh, yes indeed, sir,” Sharif repeated. “For a dog, most noble.”

         Wilson had considered walking back to his house, but with his briefcase, a half-consumed bag of dog food, two dog bowls in a plastic Giant Eagle supermarket bag, and a blanket that “Thurman just loves to sleep on,” Wilson knew that the two-mile walk would be fraught with danger.

         The dog could lurch out into traffic. He could attack a toddler. He could…relieve himself in someone’s yard. No. The only solution was a cab ride.

         Sharif pulled out of the Heritage Square Senior Apartments and Retirement Village.

         Thurman braced himself on the seat beside Wilson, grinning as only a happy dog can grin, sniffing the air through the half-open window and turning back to Wilson every quarter block.

         “I know your mother,” Sharif said from the front seat.

         At least he had waited for a red light before he started chattering.

         “Sorry,” Wilson replied.

         “No, sir. I like her. Full of life. Tasty. Is that correct word?”

         Wilson grinned in spite of his horrible mood.

         “You mean testy, I think.”

         “Testy?”

         Wilson smiled at the absurdity of it all.

         “Yes. Testy is the right word for her.”

         Yes indeed.
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         Wilson paid the cabdriver, gathered up everything he carried, and escorted Thurman to the front door of his house, a tidy midcentury brick house, built in the manner of a Cape Cod style, but not really, more like Pittsburgh’s interpretation of a Cape Cod house. Thurman sniffed at everything and paid close attention to every stone and bush and nuance of the front walk.

         “Yes, this is where I live. And where you will live. For a day or two. So don’t get comfortable. Because you are not staying.”

         Thurman warbled a reply.

         “I mean it,” Wilson replied, and he jangled out his house key. “You may have bamboozled my mother, but she is old and much easier to bamboozle. She is a bamboozle-lite, as it were.”

         Thurman warbled again, as if to say, We’ll see.

         Wilson stared down at the dog, who was now seated on the front stoop.

         Not as if. It really sounded like We’ll see.

         Wilson unlocked the door and slowly opened it, Thurman craning his neck to peer inside, not wanting to precede his host and lunge inside like a normal canine would probably do. Thurman did not do normal.

         Wilson set all his parcels down on the long table in the front hall, carefully placing the folded blanket so it would not slip off and knock something else when it fell.

         “You can follow me, Thurman. And pay attention.”

         Thurman growled a reply.

         “I know you’re a dog, Thurman. No matter. You can still listen.”

         Wilson led him to the tidy tile-and-steel kitchen; the only modern touches were a new stainless steel refrigerator and a stove.

         “This is the kitchen. I imagine that I will feed you in here. I haven’t decided yet.”

         He walked into the small, wood-paneled “rumpus room,” which held a newer flat-screen TV, a couch that looked pristine even though it must have been fifteen years old, a leather recliner next to a towering stack of books, and an old gooseneck lamp with a hundred-watt bulb in it.

         “The living room and dining rooms are that way—but we never use them.”

         Thurman peered in that direction and nodded.

         “Upstairs are the two bedrooms and bathroom. The door leads to the basement. We don’t go down there either. And this door leads to the backyard.”

         Wilson stepped outside himself for a moment and realized how ridiculous, how absurd this all was—him leading a dumb animal around the house as if the dumb animal understood what he was saying—but even so, he gamely pressed on, aware or not aware.

         He opened the back door.

         Thurman’s snout puckered as he drew in a large nosey breath.

         The backyard was fenced, but no one could tell for sure, since the thickets of bushes and pines all but concealed the stockade fence along the property’s perimeter.

         And in the middle of the modest backyard ran a long reflecting pool, some thirty feet long and six feet wide and five feet deep at the far end, gradually sloping up to a depth of two feet nearest the house. The pool was lined with slate and granite with a small fountain at the far end, spouting a steady stream of water into the air and back into the pool with a dignified hiss.

         Wilson, upon his return to peace and civilization, and after his stint in rehab so many decades earlier, had spent his first summer back home, back in America, back in a land devoid of the scarring realities of war. He spent it—the entire summer—digging the pool and reinforcing the walls with rebar, mixing cement, setting the stone, installing the piping, and bringing the water supply out from the house through a trench he had dug by hand from the basement.

         He wasn’t sure then why he had felt compelled to create such a massive serenity pool, all he knew was that he had to do it. Perhaps he was serving penance. For what he had done and what he had seen done. And even now, years and years later, he sometimes wondered why he had worked so hard to build it. And how hard he worked to forget.

         Yet there were moments, slivers of moments, when he stepped outside and stared at the water and the ripples and listened and the sun caught the water just so and the noise of the outside world was muted and stilled by the gurgling water, when all else disappeared save this long, narrow strip of water lined with flinty slate and black granite—there were those slight glimpses into the why of all this.

         He could smile for that brief second and feel balanced, or more precisely, feel nothing at all—nothing hidden, nothing looming, nothing lurking in the shadows.

         For that one, brief pellucid moment, Wilson felt at peace, his soul and his heart and all the rest at total, restful peace.

         The absence of all care.

         For that one moment.

         Then the world and his awareness of it would come upon him, like an unbidden wave against the shore, and he would be standing there with fists clenched.

         But those small moments of peace were enough. Those moments were what kept him together.

         When Thurman caught scent of the water, he tore off in pursuit and launched himself from the closest end, leaping, flying, charging into the air and coming down a full fifteen feet farther with a huge, collapsing splash.

         It all happened so fast that Wilson did not even have time to sputter and curse his outrage at this horrid canine intrusion into that serenity.

         “Thurman!” he shouted.

         Thurman might have growled, but if he did, his splashing drowned it out. He kept dog-paddling to the far end, under the spouting water, then turned around, as if he had been practicing serenity pool turnarounds for years, and dog-paddled back toward Wilson, grinning more like a maniac this time, and less like a lunatic.

         “Thurman! Get out of there. Now!”

         Thurman’s nails scrabbled at the slick slate surround, but he managed to get a pawhold and hauled himself out, an immense grin on his face.

         Retrievers and water. Why didn’t he consider that before he let him out?

         “Stay.”

         Thurman stayed put but shook himself off, water spreading up and out in splayed rainbows as the droplets arced into the afternoon sun.

         Wilson returned with two towels, old towels, from a stack of them he kept in the garage for emergencies. This was the very first time he had come upon an emergency that required two towels.

         And at that, he smiled to himself, just a little, but much less than Thurman was grinning.

         Wilson knelt down next to Thurman and began to towel off the excess water. The coats of retrievers and water dogs appeared to be designed to shed water quickly, so a single towel was all that was really required. But he took the second towel and grabbed at Thurman’s feet, making sure the bottoms of the paws were dry.

         Thurman leaned into him, his head against Wilson’s shoulder, growling and rumbling as he tolerated Wilson’s attentions.

         Wilson stopped and leaned back.

         “What?”

         Thurman turned his head and re-growled.

         “You like my pool?”

         Thurman smiled.

         “Really?”

         Thurman nodded this time and tried to widen his grin.

         “Really,” Wilson said, his tone dry and tending to the ironic and definitely to unbelief.

         As he listened, that is exactly what Thurman’s growls sounded like: I like your water.

         Thurman turned back toward the pool, and if Wilson had not held on to his collar, Thurman most likely would have launched himself back into the water to prove that he meant what he said.

         “You expect me to believe that you understand?”

         Thurman appeared a bit offended, or as much as an oddly grinning dog can look offended, and growled.

         I understand.

         Wilson stared at Thurman.

         “I’m going senile,” he said, “just like my mother. Two peas in a pod.”

         And when Thurman growled in reply, Wilson tried not to pay attention to him. But if asked, he would have said that Thurman had said that he shouldn’t worry about things like that, since other things were going to happen to make all of it make sense.

         Or something like that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         IN PORTLAND, OREGON, at the end of a residential lane filled with tidy Craftsman-style houses and cozy bungalows, Hazel Jamison stood outside one particular house, carrying three GARAGE SALE signs under her arm. The sale was scheduled for the weekend, and that gave Hazel four more days to finish organizing her mother’s worldly possessions and pricing them.

         “She was a bit of a pack rat. She never married, so she never had a husband to sort of keep control of the clutter,” Hazel had told her employer when asking for the time off. “I know crafters will love what she has—yarn and cloth and old clothes and antiques and all sort of bric-a-brac. A couple of sewing machines. A couple of boxes of knitting needles. A couple of bushels of yarn for future projects. Nothing all that valuable, but I don’t simply want to pitch it. She had a knack for finding things that other people thought were useless and turning them into something beautiful and wonderful.”

         She entered the home she had grown up in and where she had not lived for nearly two decades.

         Not much has changed. Still the same artwork and sofa and lamps. The rug might be new.

         As she walked from room to room, she began to make a tally of what was left to process—what she would sell and what was obviously headed for the Dumpster that was coming at the beginning of the next week. Whatever did not sell in the sale and was too far gone to donate would be dumped.

         “And there’s a lot of junk hiding out here,” Hazel said to herself. “There’s still the attic and the garage and the basement.”

         She walked into her mother’s bedroom, also mostly unchanged over the last few decades. There were a few pictures of Hazel, snapshots, tucked into the mirror—Hazel in grade school, Hazel in high school, Hazel with her college cap and gown.

         She sat down at her mother’s dressing table and picked up one picture, a small photo, trimmed to fit a tiny square frame. It was a photo of Hazel and her mother at a county fair somewhere—early dusk, a Ferris wheel in the background and both of them with goofy, happy grins on their faces, both holding on to large pink puffs of cotton candy.

         Hazel looked at it for a long time and began to softly cry, shedding the tears she had not shed during the last brief burst of sickness that took her mother.

         I needed to be strong for her.

         She placed the picture back on the table.

         Since there was no one else to do it for her.

         There had been no one to help with any of this. Not really. Yesterday she’d watched as a pair of not-too-interested workers manhandled the stone above her mother’s grave in the Skyline Memorial Gardens, overlooking Portland, although from that spot Hazel could only see a line of trees to the north, which in the summer blocked the views of the city and river.

         Some plots offer better views. Hazel found that notion endearingly odd.

         The setting of the stone took less than ten minutes. Both men had nodded, with practiced solemnity, as they gathered their tools—shovels, pry bars, levels, and the like—and motored off in the cemetery’s golf cart. The sedate puttering as they rounded the curve and disappeared from sight was oddly suited to the sedate location.

         I imagine cemeteries are pretty quiet places most of the time. How often do people visit gravesites? Or play raucous music?

         She remembered looking down at the small granite rectangle containing her mother’s name, her date of birth, and date of death.

         Hazel had the monument company add a single Bible verse to the stone. “Make it as small as you can,” she had said. “My mother would kill me if she knew what I was doing, but since I’m paying for it, not much she can do at the moment.”

         The monument company representative must have encountered such requests with regularity, because it had been met with not even the slightest hint of a raised eyebrow.

         “What’s the verse?” he had asked, pen poised in midair.

         “Jeremiah 29:11.”

         “That’s on a number of markers.”

         Hazel had felt obligated to repeat it. “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’ That’s sort of been my life verse, you know.”

         The agent had nodded, offered a comforting smile, then added, “We’ll use an actual Bible for the quote—and we ask which version you prefer. We always do. In the past, you wouldn’t believe how many people get a word or two wrong, then want us to make changes after the stone is cut.”

         The representative, whose name Hazel knew but quickly forgot, had leaned closer and said softly, “It’s not like a computer. We can’t autocorrect engraving on granite.”

         “No, I am sure you can’t. And thank you for being thorough.”

         And now she sat picturing the engraved words.

         They had all been there.

         She looked out the window of her mother’s room to the sky, the sun breaking through a dense cloud cover, shafts of light dancing along the quiet and overgrown lawn.

         Now I am alone, Mother. All alone.

         Just like you always wanted to be, isn’t it?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         WILSON PACED around the house that afternoon, holding Thurman’s blanket. Thurman obviously considered following him, but he must have been cognizant of Wilson’s anxiety issues. Instead, he sat on the braided rug in the kitchen, enjoying the afternoon sun on his back. There were not many windows in Gretna’s apartment, and none of them seemed to let in a lot of natural sunlight. There were no windows in the shelter and Thurman did not know how long he had been there, out of the sun.

         So he sat, his eyes half-closed, his breathing regular, enjoying the warmth and apparently enjoying the quiet environment of Wilson’s home.

         At Gretna’s, well, there was always the sound of televisions or doors slamming or someone calling out to someone or a phone ringing with no one hearing well enough to acknowledge it and answer.

         In the shelter, there was constant barking and the metallic tang of bars being shut and locked, that clattering sound of dog nails on hard concrete.

         But here, in this smallish house, in the afternoon sun, there was quiet.

         And Thurman liked that quiet.

         Wilson, on the other hand, seemed to grow more anxious as every potential bedding spot for Thurman was evaluated, considered, and then discarded, as Wilson found some manner of disagreement with it.

         Not in his bedroom.

         Too close. He’ll worry me being that close. Maybe he’ll bark at night.

         Not in the spare bedroom.

         I don’t want to mess it up in case I have guests. They might be allergic.

         He had not had overnight guests in over a decade, but no matter.

         Not in the kitchen.

         What if he gets into the pantry? Dogs do that, right?

         Finally, after two circuits through the house, Wilson, frazzled, stood in front of Thurman with blanket in hand.

         “Okay. Okay. So where do you want to sleep?”

         Thurman looked up and growled.

         “It doesn’t matter? Is that what you said?”

         Good grief. I’m pretending that this beast is sentient and understands English.

         Wilson looked down at Thurman, who looked back up, grinning.

         Just like I pretend that my students are sentient and understand English. Of which I am not always certain.

         Thurman growled and walked into the room with the big chair and stack of books. He looked about and sat down.

         He growled out, Here.

         Wilson was about to ask why, but he watched Thurman look to the back of the house, then to the front, and then to the steps. From this one spot near the couch, Thurman could see the back door, the front door, and the steps leading upstairs.

         Wilson turned his head.

         “You want to stand guard?”

         Thurman smiled and growled a yes.

         As Wilson put the blanket down, and as Thurman mooshed it to fit his specific requirements, Wilson considered just how absurd and bizarre and unbalanced and disturbing these last thirty minutes had become.

         “Dogs don’t talk. People don’t understand growls. And I’m not crazy.”

         Thurman sat on his blanket, looked up, and growled in agreement.

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

         The next morning, Wilson woke earlier than normal, and his normal was most early, well before sunup. He sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his face and feeling the creaks and groans of his body, the angry pings from his shoulder and back, the twists and twinges always the forerunner of a memory—a memory he had spent decades trying to ignore.

         Mornings were not bright-eyed and bushy-tailed affairs. Or at least they had not been to him for the past few decades.

         He stood and flexed at the waist, first to the right and then the left, a series of pops and cracks emanating from the various joints in his lower back.

         He took a deep breath, walked to the window, opened up a gap in the blinds, and stared out to the darkened street beyond. A few cars slipped past, headlights glistering in the early fog.

         The dog doesn’t talk. I am sure of that. I’m projecting. My mother has that effect on me. She acted as though the dog was aware—and now I am believing her as well. It’s all because of her. I’m susceptible to nudges like that. I am. It’s probably genetic. And she’s done that all her life.

         He had wrestled with those truths most of the night, not sleeping well as a result.

         But then, he hadn’t slept well since…since a long, long time ago. Not that much different to last night—except this night’s restlessness had a dog at the center of it. And his mother.

         He grabbed his robe off the peg on the back of the door, slipped into his slippers, and padded downstairs as silently as he could.

         By the time he was halfway down the steps, the beast was awake and standing at the foot of the stairs, grinning and wagging his tail in an incoherently happy manner.

         Wilson waited until he was at ground level to speak.

         “Thurman.”

         Thurman responded with a small jump, front paws only, and a warbled growl.

         It might have been Morning. But it was most likely just a growl.

         Let’s face it, Wilson, dogs don’t talk and you don’t understand barks and growls. Let’s just chalk this up to a busy day and having a horrid surprise sprung on you all of a sudden by your mother and that’s all. Overwhelmed. That’s it. That’s what happens.

         Wilson, perhaps taking after his mother, often addressed himself in the third person when talking to himself—as if he was simply an observer of the life that swirled around him.

         Yes, I know it sounds ludicrous. That’s what forty years of living alone will do to you.

         “I suspect you need to go outside.” It was a statement, not a question.

         Thurman jumped again, doing a delicate half-twist as he did, like a furry ballet dancer of a sort. A smiling, four-legged ballet dancer. With fur. And a very long, relaxed pink tongue.

         Wilson walked to the back door and Thurman followed at his side. Wilson had his hand on the doorknob, then turned to Thurman with a stern look.

         “There will be no swimming this morning. Understand? No water.”

         Thurman looked up with a look of disappointment.

         He growled.

         “I mean it. No swimming. Not this morning.”

         Thurman looked down at his paws for a moment, as if thinking that literally interpreting this statement might also mean that swimming would be allowed later in the day. It was obvious that he could abide by that rule.

         He smiled up at Wilson.

         “Okay. Out. Don’t sneak off. I’m going to make coffee. I will watch for you. Okay?”

         By the time Wilson was done making his pot of coffee, Thurman was sitting by the back door, staring in, dry and happy and smiling.

         I can’t believe it. He does understand English.
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