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Samantha Lewis woke in a panic as she most often did these days. This was not a “damn, the Klonopin has worn off” slow ascent to anxious wakefulness; this was full-on, deer-in-the-headlights, “holy shit I’ve left the dog under anesthesia too long” or “I nicked the cat’s liver when I removed the spleen” alarm. She could hear an incessant beeping like an enormous clock ticking off the time that she would never get back.


No, not a clock. The alarm-like ring tone of her phone.


She reached it just before the call went to voice mail.


“You up?” Kendall demanded in his bear-like growl of a voice.


He never called her this early. “What’s wrong?”


“I need help. Central Park Lake near the 108th Street entrance.”


“But—”


“Please.”


“I can’t keep doing this, Kendall. I don’t want to anymore.”


“You know I got no one else,” Kendall said, and disconnected.


Sam thought about ignoring him, but couldn’t do it. Kendall was one of the few good guys left.


Sam glanced down at the bottom of the bed, where Nick, her giant husky mix with ghostly blue eyes, looked back at her with concern. There was a time when he would have been the first one awake, pacing with his leash in his mouth, urging Sam to start their morning run in Central Park. But that was history; Nick no longer tried. Even a strong dog will eventually surrender to the stillness of his human’s doubt-induced lethargy.


A wave of nausea suddenly coursed through Sam. Control it, she pleaded with herself. Think about something else. “Breathe,” she muttered.


No use. She threw off her blanket, ran into the bathroom, and puked up her dinner of red wine and brown rice (mostly wine) from the night before.


With her head still hanging over the toilet bowl, Sam’s pendant escaped from its permanent spot under her T-shirt and swung into view. She grabbed it and ran her fingers over the nineteen metal dog tags. She felt for the names she knew so well. Those names usually brought Sam the comfort of clear purpose. This morning, however, the pendant felt particularly unsympathetic, heavy and cynical.


Sam flushed the toilet and eyed herself in the bathroom mirror. When had her face become so skull-like? When had the hollows under her eyes become so dark? When had she stopped looking twenty-nine? “Snap out of it,” she told her reflection. Self-pity was for the end of the day, not the start. Otherwise she wouldn’t be able to trick herself into getting out of bed at all.


Sam returned to the bedroom and grabbed her journal and a pen out of the nightstand drawer. She quickly scrawled the date on a fresh page, and wrote beneath it, “Panic 1, Numbness 0.” Her therapist said that these were merely flip sides of the same problem—her inability to address her anger. Turned outward, this anger became extreme anxiety; inward it was cold detachment. Sam thought this was a load of crap and a sign that she really needed to find a new shrink. Still, she kept the journal because she figured if the day ended with the numbers low and roughly equal she was doing OK. That, however, was becoming about as rare as a comma in her bank account balance.


Nick trotted into the bedroom and dropped his leash on Sam’s feet—further confirmation that the day was moving forward whether she wanted to be a part of it or not.


She threw on sweat pants and sneakers and clipped the leash to Nick’s collar, and together they ran down three flights of stairs and across four blocks to the Central Park entrance.


Sam kept running until she saw Sergeant Jim Kendall’s towering presence. He stood a few feet back from a ninety-pound pit bull mix with penetrating eyes and a badly scarred muzzle. Kendall kept his long arms out in front like he was trying to placate an emotionally disturbed perp. “It’s OK. I just wanna help you,” he told the dog.


The pit, a female, snarled and snapped at Kendall, pacing in a circle around a smaller terrier-type dog that Sam guessed was either dead or dying.


A few early-morning joggers stopped to gape. “Just keep moving,” Kendall told them. They didn’t argue with the big cop.


Sam tapped Kendall on the shoulder and he jumped. “Crap, Sam. Don’t do that!”


The pit bull growled at Nick, lips pulled back over her teeth. Nick sniffed the air and dropped to the ground at Sam’s feet, ignoring the challenge.


“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Kendall said.


“Yeah, right. What happened?” Sam asked.


“No idea. A jogger called it in.”


Sam could now see the little dog’s gruesomely broken jaw. “This was batting practice.”


“Probably got too close to the work site.”


A hundred yards deeper into the park, work crews were busy constructing a massive stage and fifteen-foot scale replicas of the White House, the Lincoln Memorial, the Washington Monument, and the Capitol building. These were the preparations for the Central Park Gala to honor the governor of New York after he accepted his party’s almost certain presidential nomination at the convention scheduled for the last week of September.


Sam nodded to the construction. “Man has come to the forest, Bambi,” she said.


“More like assholes. Ever since they found that rabid raccoon near the site, the hard hats have been pretty aggressive with anything that crosses their path.”


“That’s a bad excuse for animal abuse. There’s been rabies in the park before,” Sam said. “No one’s ever been bit.”


“Yeah, but we’ve never had the governor and ten thousand of his closest black-tie political friends partying in the park before.” Kendall shook his head. “But today’s problem is that the little dog is still breathing and I can’t get to it. I’m supposed to call animal control for every incident near the site, but…”


Kendall didn’t need to finish the sentence. Not with Sam. They both knew “animal control” these days meant a one-way trip that ended with a body bag. Kendall could never be a part of that—whether it was for the president or the pope—just as he could never bring himself to remove the photo of his long-dead K-9 patrol partner, Phoenix, from his wallet.


“Let me try,” Sam said, and handed Kendall Nick’s leash. Kendall and Nick usually did well together. Nick sniffed Kendall’s shoes, but quickly lost interest.


Sam stepped forward, showing the pit bull her open palms. The pit looked from Sam to Kendall and then to Nick, but remained silent. Sam took another cautious step.


“Careful, Sam,” Kendall whispered behind her. “This one feels different.”


Sam nodded without turning around. “It’s OK,” she said, more to herself than to Kendall. “I got—” Before she could stop herself, Sam locked eyes with the pit bull. Damn, she thought. Rookie mistake. Locking gaze with a dog was a challenge. She mentally cursed her own stupidity. The pit bull growled deep in her throat.


Sam tried to look away, but the big dog’s dark eyes were too powerful. She saw fear, anger, and something else in them. The word grief darted into Sam’s head, but that feeling was never very far from her own thoughts, so she couldn’t be certain of its source.


Sam tried to clear her mind of everything except the big dog staring at her. “I won’t hurt him. I promise,” she said.


“I’m not liking this,” Kendall called. He wiped away the beads of perspiration that had suddenly formed on his dark-brown skin. Sam heard the fear in his voice and tried to ignore it while she stood motionless, waiting.


The pit bull finally dropped her gaze and retreated, coming to rest on the grass a few feet away. Sam finished the distance to the injured terrier and carefully cradled it in her arms while the scarred pit looked on. The little dog didn’t make a sound. Sam knew this was a bad sign; dogs are supposed to make noise. Kendall moved forward to help, but Sam quickly waved him back.


The pit bull slowly got to her feet. She appeared exhausted and defeated, all her menace gone. She whined and glanced backward, as if something waited for her in the dense woods of the park.


Sam probably could have corralled the big stray, but she thought about all the dogs in cages in her shelter. Sure, she could provide them with food, safety, and even love. But freedom? True sanctuary? A place with sky, grass, trees, and wind? That was off the table for now and probably forever. She just couldn’t bring herself to fill a cage with another unwanted creature. She couldn’t pretend any longer that keeping something alive was the same as giving it a life.


Sam lowered her arms so the terrier was at eye level with her companion. The pit bull sniffed the terrier, licked him on the muzzle, and whimpered. After ten silent seconds, the pit bull turned and ran back toward the woods.


As Sam watched the dog run off, she recalled other recent partings, and an aching sadness pierced her chest so forcefully that it threatened to knock her over.


Kendall put his huge hand on Sam’s shoulder. “The shelter?” he asked.


Sam shook her head. “We need to get to a real operating room to have any chance.”


“Morgan then.”


“She won’t like it. I’ll need a big cop to convince her.”


“Least I can do.”
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New York City is overwhelmingly huge, but real New Yorkers don’t live in New York City. They live in their neighborhoods—a handful of contiguous streets holding their apartments, schools, places of worship, and essential stores. The neighborhood is the art of juxtaposition brought to life and can make city living personal, tolerable, and, often, peculiar.


The streets that made up the working-class neighborhood called Riverside were already heavy with pedestrians hurrying to get to the subway or the downtown buses, while shop owners raced to open in time to grab a piece of the morning rush. The presence of the six-foot-five African-American cop carrying the body of the dog in his arms, running next to the pretty five-foot-eight white woman leading a wolflike dog on a leash, was odd even by city standards. People slowed to look.


“Coming through!” Kendall shouted, and lowered his shoulder like the high school football star he had once been. The pedestrian traffic reluctantly parted to let them pass.


Four minutes later they stopped before the imposing glass-and-chrome structure of the Hospital for Advanced Animal Care. Sam tried the front door. Locked. She rang the buzzer. Kendall was less patient and kicked at the door. “We’ve got an emergency,” he yelled. “Please open up.”


Footsteps, and then Dr. Jacqueline Morgan opened the door. Morgan was a handsome woman who, because of her Chanel outfit and perfectly highlighted blond hair, looked far younger than her real age of fifty-five.


“Sorry, Jacqueline,” Sam said, and pushed past her into the empty waiting room. “This one won’t keep.” Kendall followed, carrying the injured dog. Nick trotted in last and sat by the large reception desk.


“What are you doing here?” Morgan demanded.


“Police emergency, Dr. Morgan,” Kendall said.


“I’m sorry, Sergeant.” Morgan spoke as always in the polite tone of a well-mannered maître d’. “I am not able to accommodate you.” She smiled, but her teeth remained hidden behind her tightly sealed lips.


“This dog’s in shock,” Sam said. “He’ll die. You have to let me try to save him.”


Although Morgan’s smile never wavered, her sanpaku eyes narrowed when she turned to Sam. “You of all people should understand that what you ask is simply not possible.”


“Don’t make this about us,” Sam said.


“Of course it is not about us,” Morgan replied calmly. “My insurance policy prohibits any work on these premises by non-employees. That, of course, would be you.”


“Then you can do it,” Sam said. “At least start an IV, open him up, and stop the bleeding.”


“Why don’t you take him to your little shelter and work on him there?”


“Because, thanks to you, I don’t have a surgery room or any equipment.”


“I’m not responsible for the terms of your city lease.”


“No, that’s right. You only make sure they’re enforced by threatening…” Sam shook the rest of the sentence out of her head. She didn’t have time to argue. “Can you just look at the dog?”


Morgan glanced at the terrier in Kendall’s arms for less than a second. “Another stray. Oh joy. This one looks hopeless at this point,” she said.


Sam felt herself losing control in the face of Morgan’s genteel obstinacy, knowing that every lost second put the dog’s life further out of reach. “God, you are such a bitch!”


Nick rose at Sam’s tone and took a step toward them. Nick and Morgan were not buds.


“You are so much like your father, you know?” Morgan said. “Once you get past the self-righteous indignation, there is so little substance.”


Even though Sam knew Morgan was pushing her buttons—as usual—that understanding didn’t help. “Leave my father out of this.” Sam grabbed the injured dog from Kendall and brushed past Morgan to the bank of exam rooms in the rear of the hospital.


“Where do you think you’re going?” Morgan demanded.


Kendall fished a credit card from his pocket. “You can put all the charges on this.” He tossed the card onto the reception desk.


Morgan reached for the phone on the desk. “I’m calling your precinct captain.”


“Damn, Morgan. Why can’t you just be a decent neighbor for once?” Kendall asked.


“But that’s exactly what good fences are for, Sergeant.”


Sam sensed an almost imperceptible shift of energy from the dog in her arms. In the movies she had loved growing up, death always came in one of two ways—with an agonal breath and then a panicked, desperate grab for the last vestiges of life, or with a deep, peaceful exhalation followed by a contented sigh. Either way, the act of dying was a remarkable moment that commanded the attention of all those in proximity. But Sam had learned the truth about death in vet school: it wasn’t special at all. It wasn’t even an event. Death was only the failure of life. It crept into the vacuum created when you couldn’t beg, cajole, or push life out any further. This was why death always eventually won; the act of fostering life requires constant diligence and we tire or get distracted far too easily. That was true, Sam knew, whether the dead thing was a mutt in shock or a parent who happened to end up on the wrong side of a windshield.


Sam wrapped the still dog in a towel that she grabbed from a pile and returned to Kendall. “Let’s go,” she said.


“Wha—?” Kendall started.


“He’s dead.” Sam opened the towel and shoved the body into Morgan’s face so that his fur almost touched her nose. “Take a good look! I want you to recognize him when you see him again. You have no idea how many little eyes are waiting for you!”


Morgan didn’t even blink as she continued to hold the phone to her ear, waiting. She was frighteningly good at maintaining composure and restraint. “Hello, Captain?” she said smoothly into the receiver. “It’s Dr. Jacqueline Morgan… Yes, we have another issue…”


Nick growled again, low and guttural. Sam sensed that this time it wasn’t just for show.


Kendall stepped in front of Sam and her dog. “Not here, Sam. Not now.” Part of Sam understood that she was only making things worse—and they were bad enough—but a larger part just wanted to unload on Morgan in every human dimension they shared. “Sam?” Kendall gently touched her arm. “Let’s just go.”


Sam nodded in defeat and whistled for Nick. In a moment she was on the sidewalk holding a dead dog.


Kendall came up beside her. “Sorry about all this,” he said. “I really didn’t have anyone else.”


“Yeah, well.” Sam struggled for calm. “I figure people come into each other’s lives for a reason, you know?” She noticed a group of grade school children walking toward her on their way to Riverside Elementary School. Six of the youngest kids were sporting surgical masks over their tiny noses and mouths. “What the hell?” Then she remembered.


The virus.


The CDC had reported the first case at the beginning of the week, and soon there had been four. The disease started like the common flu, but then the symptoms became frighteningly neurological: tremors, memory loss, speech deficits, followed by paralysis. All the victims were kids and all the kids lived in Riverside. Besides those two facts, the children had no other obvious connection.


Kendall followed her stare. “You heard the first kid died early this morning?”


Sam shook her head. “How old?”


“She was only four.”


“Christ. Those poor parents. Did you know them?”


“Just by sight at the playground. They seemed nice enough. Regular folks… you know?” Kendall shrugged.


Sam did know—not the kind of people who deserved to experience an unimaginable life-altering loss. No words would offer comfort, let alone hope. Their lives, like their hands, were now forever shrouded in the odor of freshly turned soil.


Kendall brought her back. “Another case reported too.”


“What the hell is this thing?”


Kendall often learned things at roll call that wouldn’t break publicly for hours, if at all. Some of it was just gossip and rumor, but the “blue telegraph line” was usually accurate and Kendall had realized long ago that he could trust Sam. “State department of health thinks it’s zoonotic.” Kendall dropped his voice. “They’re assuming avian source. I wouldn’t want to be a pigeon in Riverside right now.”


“You mean like West Nile?”


“Something like that. But I’m hearing lots more questions than answers. They’re thinking about closing the schools in Riverside for a few days until they’ve got a better idea about the source.”


“Sounds a lot bigger than the city is letting on.”


“They’re always worried about panic. Me too. The timing sucks with the convention coming to town in two weeks. People might start making poor choices if they think the virus poses a serious risk to their little presidential show.”


“Yeah,” Sam agreed, feeling the weight of the dead dog in her arms. She had seen too often that frightened people do frightening things.


“I’ll stop in later and let you know what I hear.” Kendall dropped a hand down to Nick’s head. The dog licked it. “You watch her back,” he told Nick, and headed down the street.


Sam watched him go and experienced a deadening fatigue that she knew no amount of coffee could relieve. She really believed what she had told Kendall—people did appear in your life for a reason. What she questioned, though, what made her grind her teeth through the night so hard her jaw ached in the morning, what made her furious when she passed the Mother’s Day card section at Duane Reade, and what regularly sucked the life right out of her, was the utter lack of reason for all the exits. Sam had yet to find any logic on that side of the life equation and feared she never would.


But she did know one thing for certain—the day was still coming to get her, whatever she believed.
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A New York City subway station is a dirtier, darker (in both light and energy), warmer (in temperature only), and smaller microcosm of the street above. There are shops, cops, riders, beggars, thieves, con men and women, preachers, schoolchildren, roaches, rats, performers, and lost pigeons. It is both an overwhelming and a numbing country, where all interactions explode against a soundtrack of rattling trains and a melody banged out by some musician praying for a few dollars dropped in a case, box, or hat.


Most humans do not linger in a subway station unless they hope to be saved, need to be saved, or are trying to do the saving. Andy was none of these today. His short blond hair, lanky frame, smooth face, high-top sneakers, and bulky backpack could have put him in high school, but something about his vaguely feral demeanor, piercing green eyes, and assured gait made him seem older.


Andy was about to exit the station with five hundred other self-absorbed riders when something familiar but wrong caught his eye.


The beggar with the one leg who often sat on a mat near the stairs had a new addition—a sickly-looking dog with a narrow face and dirty-blond coat from its Doberman/yellow Lab ancestors. A soiled rope that served as both leash and collar secured the dog to a railing while a sign on its neck completed the humiliation: “Help feed my dog! Please!!!”


The dog was panting hard, but not from thirst—the beggar had at least thought to provide the animal with a plastic dish of water.


“Your dog’s sick,” Andy said.


“Nah, man, just hungry.”


Andy shook his head. He knew the dog was ill as surely as he knew his own name.


“C’mon, kid. Help feed him and a Vietnam vet. I fought for your freedom.”


“I know you, don’t you remember?” Andy said. “The closest you’ve been to Vietnam is the noodle shop on the corner.”


“Leave me alone, kid… not bothering anyone.”


“Where’d you get the dog?”


“A guy I know couldn’t take care of it anymore. So he gave it to me.”


“Him, not it,” Andy corrected.


“What?”


“Never mind. You’re only keeping him because he helps bring in the cash, right?” The beggar shrugged and looked away. “Well, now he’s sick. I need to take him.”


“But it’s mine. We… we care for each other.”


“Right. So what’s the name of this dog that you care for so much?”


The beggar hesitated for a moment. “I call it Brutus, and if you lay a finger on it, I’ll start screaming.”


“And assuming I don’t put my foot down your throat first, what do you think that’s gonna accomplish?”


“The cops’ll come.”


“Yeah…”


“And when you can’t prove you own it, they’ll take Brutus away.”


“Then you won’t get to keep him either. So nobody wins.”


The beggar shook his head in mock sadness. “’Cept we both know that in the pound they’ll kill Brutus. And I think that might weigh heavily on a nice young man like you.”


Andy wouldn’t be put off. “I know people. I could get him saved before that happened.”


“Go ahead then. Take the chance.”


Andy didn’t need to do the math. Although good and caring people worked at the regular city shelters, it was a question of overwhelming numbers. Once the dog went into the central system, he would be lost for days or longer in a river of creatures flowing downhill to the garbage chute. Andy knew about that too well from his own journey down a parallel course. He leaned into the beggar close enough to smell his urine. “You know I can end you right now and no one would even care.”


“Oh, I know you could. But I know you wouldn’t. You got the smell of the system all over you. You don’t wanna go back, do you?”


At the beggar’s words, Andy heard the clang of cold steel doors locking for the night. He saw himself shivering on a mattress so thin he could name each bedspring. He smelled the slightly sour odor of overcooked vegetables and undercooked meat. He felt hard and unforgiving hands on tender skin.


Andy had a problem with memory. His entire personal history since the age of eleven was a constant physical presence in his life. He could recall specific memories with photographic clarity at any moment—what he’d worn to school on November 12, 2009, where he’d had lunch on June 5, 2010, and what he’d eaten, the combination of every lock he had ever used, and the number of stairs in every foster home that had swallowed him. He “saw” his past the way other people watched old movies. And because each memory connected to another, he often became lost in the theater of his history, like some musician trapped in an infinite loop of a twisted version of “And the Green Grass Grew All Around.” When that happened, it required all of Andy’s emotional and physical strength to return to the present.


The scientific name for Andy’s rare condition is highly specific autobiographical memory or HSAM. Andy just called it “piking.” HSAM sounds like a remarkable gift… unless your life has sucked. Then, as Andy would have quickly acknowledged, it was like being trapped in a cage made out of razor wire.


Andy bit into the top of his own hand to bring himself back to the present. He left new teeth marks, but stopped before breaking the skin. These would quickly fade. Other marks he had previously posited on his hands and elsewhere would remain with him forever.


Andy’s eyes found the dog’s. He saw intelligence there, as well as pain and desperation. He was about to make a move for the dog that undoubtedly would end with yet another police interaction, when the beggar said, “Of course you can also buy it from me.”


“Right,” Andy answered. “Because he means so much to you.” The beggar smiled in response, showing his gray teeth. “How much then?”


“Fifty.”


Andy clenched his fists, but forced himself to remain still. He knew he couldn’t allow this to end in violence. Too many people were starting to slow as they passed him. A few had stopped, waiting to see what would happen. He dug his hands into his pockets and pulled out three five-dollar bills and four singles. “All I got is nineteen. You’re gonna take that.” It wasn’t a question.


“No. I’m not.” With one eye on the growing crowd, the beggar announced, “You can’t take my dog.” Then louder for the audience, “It’s all… he’s all I’ve got in the world.”


Andy knew the bastard had him. He was down to one choice. He shook off his backpack, pulled out an old, battered violin case, and removed his violin and bow. Then he yanked an almost clean paper bag from the nearest garbage can and propped it open at his feet. “Not the Mendelssohn,” Andy mumbled. “Please not the Mendelssohn.”


Andy lowered the bow to the strings and closed his eyes, bracing himself for the searing pain of recollection.


The Mendelssohn. Of course.


Many believe that the first movement of the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto in E minor is one of the most beautiful pieces of music ever written. Although perhaps not as technically challenging as the Bartók, it is more melodic, more layered, and more inward-looking. For Andy, for reasons having little to do with the piece itself, this particular composition was transporting; the music turned him into a tourist in his own ruins.


Memory blasted through the thin veil of Andy’s reality. Every note drew him away from the station with its petty cruelties and toward the edge of a large lake floating in the purple dusk of winter. Andy stopped resisting the pull of time and gave in to the power of remembrance.


Huge snowflakes drifted down and covered him, but they were oddly warming. She was beside him and soon covered too, laughing at how incredibly soft the snow felt in her hands. Then she wrapped her hands in his. Andy and the girl both held the bow. The notes belonged to the two of them, alone in the world, as the snow swirled about. She kissed him.


Those in the station heard those same notes and they found they couldn’t move away. They opened their purses and wallets and dug inside their pockets to offer coins, dollars, and even fives. People who had never given a dime they didn’t owe threw fistfuls of change into Andy’s paper bag.


In less than ten minutes, the strings stilled and Andy opened his eyes. The lake and snow were gone. The girl had returned to her home in his past and he was back at the station alone among the fetid odor of underground Manhattan and pressed bodies. He tasted blood; he had chewed his lip open again.


The crowd stared at him. He noticed the violin and bow in his hand and tried to remember how they’d gotten there. This temporary lapse in his immediate short-term memory often occurred after he played, sometimes even accompanied by a brief inability to form words. It was as if his mind could not simultaneously hold the embers of his past and the ashes of his present, forcing his most recent memories to give way.


An elderly man with round spectacles and a white beard approached him. “You cannot keep this gift to yourself,” he said, and gestured to the violin. “You owe it to him.”


“Who?”


“The One. He gave you this talent—Elohim. Adonai. The Creator.”


“Oh. Him,” Andy said dismissively as he returned the instrument to its case. “No, I don’t think I owe him anything anymore.”


Ignoring the stares of the old man and the others who had watched him play, Andy grabbed the bag of money, took out twenty for cab fare, and tossed the rest to the beggar. Andy waited, but the beggar didn’t try to count the money or even meet Andy’s stare.


Andy shoved the violin case back into his pack and untied the dog’s rope. “C’mon, Little Bro. I’m gonna take care of you,” he said.


The boy and his dog climbed the filthy stairs out of the subway and onto the trash-strewn street.
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Kendall was terrible at names, but he had a knack for faces. As he walked back to his precinct house, he constantly scanned the sea of eyes, mouths, noses, cheekbones, foreheads, chins, and eyebrows for those he had seen before. There were many. These were Riverside faces… his faces… comforting faces, except for the ones obscured by surgical masks.


Riverside had been a good move for him. After he lost Phoenix, he could not bring himself to partner with another dog. The guys in K-9 understood, but no one else did—not even his wife, Ellen. He was too young to retire, too old to start over at the bottom, and too self-aware to pretend he didn’t understand the gap between the two. So Kendall had bounced around from one precinct to another, never quite finding that fit he was seeking.


He had landed in Riverside two years ago as part of a new patrol initiative for recently gentrified areas. The mayor and the NYPD top brass were establishing small, dedicated units under the street supervision of an experienced cop to help certain neighborhoods deal with the complex issues created by socioeconomic change. Kendall couldn’t speak for the other community units in the city, but for him and his team, the concept had worked. He felt as if he belonged again, and believed the neighborhood had accepted him. He had a good team of patrol cops under him, liked most of the people he met, and enjoyed the steady rhythm of the neighborhood at daybreak. He had even moved his wife and nine-year-old daughter from Brooklyn to a co-op in Riverside.


Once Ellen had called him her “Jedi Knight.” When he looked at her quizzically, she added, “You know, you go around resolving disputes and dispensing street justice before things escalate. Just don’t forget that you can still get shot.”


And, as stupid as it sounded, in his own head Kendall began thinking of himself in that way. But finding that dog today in the park, together with the virus hurting his people, brought him too close to the guilt-ridden stairwells and sudden silences of his memories.


Kendall and Phoenix had been together for six years when they were called out to a domestic disturbance in Brooklyn. As they charged up to the top floor of the five-story walk-up, Kendall heard a man yelling and a woman and children screaming. He remembered the woman’s voice: “Just put it down.”


By the time they got to the fourth floor, he heard only the sound of kids wailing.


They made it to the fifth floor as the fullness of the silence hit.


Kendall crashed through the door, his gun drawn, shouting, “NYPD.” His voice was the only sound, but there were blood-spattered little bodies everywhere. Phoenix pulled out of Kendall’s grip and leaped for the man who had just murdered his family. The murderer dropped his knife and raised his arms in surrender.


Kendall immediately gave Phoenix the order to return to his side. He had given this order a thousand times before. Phoenix always complied. Compliance was not just about obedience; it was part of their bond. On duty, they were one integrated whole. And after six years together, their off-duty relationship was little different. Phoenix began where Kendall ended—and sometimes, with an ever-growing frequency, it was the other way around.


Except this time.


Phoenix growled as he dived for the man. When the man raised his arm in defense, Phoenix bit down on it so hard Kendall heard the bones crack. The man screamed but Phoenix held on.


Kendall yelled the return and stop commands, but Phoenix ignored him. Maybe the dog got lost in the scent of blood, or perhaps whatever separated the dog from his human counterpart had finally dissolved and Phoenix in that instant became a vessel of Kendall’s honest but base desires. Whatever the reason, voice commands would not work. Kendall grabbed Phoenix by the neck with his free hand and pulled. The dog finally released the arm.


Phoenix backed up, disoriented, like an epileptic just coming out of a seizure. The dog glanced around the room and whimpered. The man on the floor bled heavily from his arm and moaned.


Before Kendall understood what was happening, Phoenix lunged again, this time for the murderer’s throat.


“Nooo!” Kendall screamed.


Kendall had no choice. This was his training. Human life over animal life, even if it meant killing your own partner. Even if it meant killing your friend. Even if it meant a lifetime of guilt.


He fired. Phoenix yelped and slumped to the floor.


Kendall often wondered whether, given what he now knew, he would again pull that trigger. He had spent the last six years attempting to outrun that particular appointment in Samarra, but he knew it was out there, just waiting for the right confluence of events.


Suddenly weary, Kendall climbed the cracked concrete steps to his precinct station house. At the front door, he turned and surveyed his neighborhood. He promised those faces he would help them get through this. Then his eyes shifted to the rooftops, summoned by movement on an ancient six-story apartment building. A figure in full department of health protective gear peered over the side at the street below.


“And so it begins,” Kendall said to no one, and stepped inside the building for morning roll call.
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Father Gabriel O’Connor, a gaunt seventy-year-old with a once-handsome face creased by cigarettes and alcohol, stared out at his morning congregation. The word congregation was an embarrassing overstatement—just eight of the diehards who had stopped in for a quick Mass and a few words of inspiration before starting their workday. On a good Sunday outside of football season, he could maybe get up to thirty people, but rarely double digits on a weekday morning these days. He couldn’t blame those who had stopped coming; he would have liked to join them.


And, Gabriel was certain, he soon would.


Gabriel stretched his back. He had almost made it through another Mass without any incident. He just needed to deliver the homily and he would be done until evening. As a precaution against a repeat of the day before, he brought his notes up to the chancel with him. That was a significant concession to his condition; he had never before used notes. But so what? A few notes, a few naps. Maybe he was just making too much of the lapses. Perhaps the doctors were being alarmist. He had been doing this for a very long time, and everyone got tired, didn’t they?


“Have I ever told you about the legend of the Just?” he asked. The congregants shook their heads and settled in for one of Gabriel’s stories. Of all the many aspects of being a priest, Gabriel had always loved this part the most—trying to establish a connection between God and the everyday lives of his faithful. He felt that if he could do that—keep it relevant, bring God beyond the doors of his church—then perhaps he would have left something positive behind.


“The legend, which dates back to the Old Testament, states that a small number of completely righteous beings are chosen to be born into every generation to maintain the balance between good and evil. They bear the burden of the world’s sins, hold back the darkness, and serve as physical and personal proof of goodness in the world. The Just must always share this burden for the world to continue as we know it. If even one of the Just stumbles, the balance will be lost, the souls of even the unborn will be forfeit, and humanity will suffocate under the weight of its own despair.”


Gabriel took stock of his house of worship as he spoke. The sanctuary of Riverside Church was large—too large for the level of service he now provided—with twelve pews on either side of a narrow aisle and a simple altar on a low chancel. A modest wooden sculpture of Christ on the cross oversaw the room from a spot just below the ceiling. Gabriel kept the sanctuary extremely clean and organized in the hope that this created a sense of the peacefulness he could no longer personally project through his words.


One of the stained glass windows—the Old Testament story of Abraham and the sacrifice of Isaac at Mount Moriah—needed repair because a carefully thrown rock had shattered half of it.


“They are sometimes called the Lamed Vov, the Hidden, the Pillars of God, and a hundred other names in a hundred other languages. These chosen are unknown to themselves and to each other because their humility prevents them from understanding their own significance. They act not because they are aware of their responsibility to the world, but because they see and hear what the rest do not; our need moves them in ways we are now too broken to understand. And when they scream in anguish at what we have become, we hear only whispers or, worse, nothing at all.”


Most of Abraham and some of Isaac were now gone, boarded up in anticipation of the repair that had never come. Still, enough glass remained to see that the scene depicted was awful—Isaac looked backward in terror at the elaborate dagger held by his tormented father while the glowing face of an approving God watched the act of sacrifice.


Gabriel stared at the window and shivered, recalling other faces he had seen at that same dark moment when realization and helplessness combined.


“The Just could be anyone, anywhere, and, at this moment, doing anything or nothing. Their actions define what they are—not their occupations, their incomes, their education, or their voice—if, indeed, they even have a voice at all.


“And what are those actions that according to the legend have saved the world from the abyss time and again? The simplest of all actions: the offer of sanctuary. From the Latin sanctuarium—a holy place. But make no mistake; the meaning of sanctuary is not limited to this room or any church or temple or place of worship. What makes a place holy? What creates sanctuarium? The answer is so obvious that it often remains hidden in plain sight.


“Intention. Your intention to imbue the space between you and another being with the spirit of God. Your intention to care. That is the stone and mortar, the architectural drawings and the building permits all rolled into one. It is the only required ingredient. That is the definition of a just life.


“This is why we must never ignore an opportunity for unlikely friendships; why only at our great peril do we numbly walk past an outstretched hand: anyone we meet might be one of these beings upon whom an unimaginable burden rests. A burden you can ease by creating a sanctuary simply by accepting that outstretched hand in kindness and with an open heart… simply by being present.”


Gabriel’s gaze dropped back to the waiting faces of his faithful. They shifted uncomfortably in their seats, coughing nervously into their hands. A few spoke to each other in hushed tones. Why weren’t they listening? Were his words now so meaningless that his congregation couldn’t even afford him the courtesy of their attention? That was the whole point of his sermon! Pay attention because hands are reaching out for you all the time. Opportunities for sanctuary… presenting themselves and then dissipating into the ether because you are lost in your iPads and iPhones, your Kindles and BlackBerrys… your judgment and gossip, your distractions… your inability or unwillingness to remain present…


“Excuse me?” Gabriel finally asked his congregation irritably. “Is there some problem?” He heard his powerful voice reverberate in the beams above and knew with heartbreaking certainty the answer to his question even before one of his congregants meekly raised her hand.


“Um… Father? We were sort of… um… waiting for you. You asked us if we had heard about the legend of the Just and then you just sort of stared back at the broken window. Are you all right?”


Gabriel grabbed his notes. He could feel the flush of embarrassment bloom in his cheeks. “Yes, thank you,” he said. “Just collecting my thoughts. But please forgive me. I see I have kept you good people too long.” He forced a smile. “I will offer my remarks when next I see you.”


Gabriel dismissed the congregation with a quick blessing. They could sense his discomfort and were happy to leave as the priest, his eyes never rising from the floor, retreated to his office.
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Sam passed Riverside Church and walked another thirty feet to the cheap laminated sign screwed beside the entrance of a squat concrete building: “Finally Home Animal Shelter—A Safe Place.” She glanced down at the body in her arms and recalled how much she hated irony.


Sam shoved open the door and Nick trotted inside, following the sound of human voices and muffled barking. After a few deep breaths that didn’t make her feel any better, she followed him.


Finally Home was one of only two city-assisted no-kill animal shelters and adoption centers in Manhattan. And Sam knew that if she didn’t figure something out with the city, soon there would be only one. In her case the city assistance came in the form of a meager stipend for personnel costs and a very valuable no-cost multi-year lease. Morgan had ensured that the lease prohibited Sam from offering outside veterinary care and, thus, any competition—a battle Sam had fought and lost.


Sam was at the very end of the lease period and so far, all efforts to convince the city to renew or extend it had been unsuccessful. The worth of the shelter property in these days of fiscal restraint simply dwarfed the importance of keeping some dogs alive.


The shelter currently housed twenty-four dogs of various breeds (often within the same dog) and varying sizes. Most of the dogs had been with her for months and a few for over a year—drop-offs, rescues, or leave-behinds.


Sam was long past believing that she would ever find loving adoptive families for most of her shelter dogs, but she still said a little prayer every time someone came into the shelter to look—and held back tears and anger when they left empty-handed. Her dogs were too old and too damaged—physically and emotionally—to compete with the beautiful and energetic puppy mill traffic. The whole situation was all the more tragic because she knew those same cute puppies that now inspired such oohs and aahs likely would walk through her door—or that of a less compassionate shelter—a few years from now. She just prayed the city would let her continue to be present for them when that happened.


Sam had been living on the hope that she would be able to start an animal sanctuary. She dreamed about buying an abandoned farm someplace where these and other creatures who had seen the worst of humanness could live out the rest of their lives in safety and peace, beyond the ever-present shadow of cages. Cages sucked. They were better than the needle these dogs certainly would have faced at the other city-run shelters, but in the world of a no-kill shelter, cages were an unacceptable ending.


The promise of a sanctuary was starting to look more and more self-delusional. The equation was straightforward. A sanctuary required land. Land cost money. After Sam was done paying for those shelter expenses the city didn’t cover, there was precisely enough money left over for absolutely nothing. Frustrating did not quite capture her situation. Sam knew she had become a vet and started this shelter for good and honorable reasons. It was just that, as of late, she found it hard to remember those reasons at all. And when she did remember, those reasons more often than not simply failed to overcome her feelings of inadequacy and failure.


Two of the shelter’s longest-term residents greeted Sam, their tails wagging so hard that their entire back ends shared in the movement. Blinker, the golden retriever, had come to Sam a year ago with one eyeball lost to infection. Kendall had brought in Scrabble, a shepherd-Rottweiler mix, at about the same time. Scrabble took his name from the letters someone had carved into his back. Sam was always a bit pragmatic when it came to naming her charges.


Sam usually gave Blinker, Scrabble, and a handful of other dogs free range of the shelter during the day. This was a poor antidote to the cages and an inadequate remedy for the guilt that came from knowing she couldn’t bring all the shelter dogs home with her. Daily time out of the cages was simply “the best she could do”—a phrase that Sam had grown to hate. Sam gave the dogs rubs, scratches, and hugs until they calmed down.


Greg Wright, a tall black man in his forties with the lithe body of the professional dancer he had once been, threw Sam a distracted wave from the reception desk. “I understand, sir,” he said into the phone. “Yes… The moment I see her… I said I understand… English is my first language, sir,” Greg snarled. “And my hearing is fine, so you don’t need to repeat it a third time.” Greg slammed the phone down and turned to Sam. “Wow. You look like shit.”


Greg had come to Finally Home from Morgan’s hospital as Sam’s only full-time employee—part vet tech, part office manager and accountant, part protector, part therapist, and constant reality check. Sam thought of the news of the dead child as she lifted the bundle in her arms. “Bad morning. Don’t start.”


Greg’s tone softened. “Sorry. Anyone you knew?”


Sam shook her head. “Can you call to have him picked up? Round trip, OK?”


It is illegal to bury a dog body in New York City, so Sam had the shelter animals cremated once they passed. The ashes came back to her in little colorful metal canisters that would have been more appropriate for jelly beans than for the small discarded envelopes of enormous souls. She kept all these stacked on a shelf in her office and their collar tags around her neck with a promise that she would bury the canisters and the pendant in a meadow at her imaginary sanctuary. Until then, the ever-growing pendant and line of canisters provided a stark and constant reminder of her promise.


Sam stared at the pile of papers sitting in front of Greg.


“You want to know?” he asked.


“No.”


“Overdue invoices, nasty-grams from the city followed by super-nasty-grams from the city, your insurance payment must be wired within twenty-four hours or it will be canceled, and a denial of your appeal of the appeal of your denial of a hearing before the city council. Oh, and Morgan’s lawyer just called.”


“I thought I said no.”


“Sorry, but here on earth”—Greg grabbed a handful of papers and waved them in the air—“they don’t seem to take no for an answer.”


“It’ll work out.”


“Really? You’re going with that?”


“Why not?”


“Because you always say that, and it’s never true.”


“Never?”


“Never,” Greg confirmed.


“Then think of it as aspirational.”


Greg shook his head. “I met all my own aspirations as of last week and I’m not due for any more until the next decade.”


Sam knew she couldn’t keep up with Greg this morning. “Is our new community service assignment here yet?”


“Mother Teresa? Oh, yes.”


“Let me guess. You had words?”


“Just one word. ‘Fuck you.’”


“That’s two words.”


“Not the way I say it. Judge Allerton’s little con enrichment program didn’t do you any favors this time.”


“Where is she?”


“Look for the large mass of white flesh with the evil attitude in the break room. And please find us some money, dear child.”


Sam carried the dog’s body to the small room toward the back of the shelter that functioned as the staff break room, television lounge, kitchen, and emergency bedroom for those nights when someone got stuck because of a sick dog. She was far beyond annoyed even before she saw the handwritten note on the closed break room door: “Do Not Enter. Absolutely No Admittance. Procedure in Progress.” And under that, in large block letters: “THIS MEANS YOU!”


Sam ripped the note off the door and pushed into the room.


Beth Cohen’s generous form, enrobed in a New York University sweat shirt and sweat pants, was flopped on the lounge couch. The television blared some news channel, but Beth ignored it; she was plugged into her iPhone, reading People magazine and making her way through a box of Dunkin’ Munchkins and a can of Tab balanced on her sweat shirt. She looked at least ten years older than her real age of thirty-four. From the amount of crumbs and powdered sugar on her chest, Sam guessed Beth had been at this for a while.


“Is this yours?” Sam shook the crumpled sign at her.


Beth removed an earbud, but didn’t look up. “Yep. I see it didn’t quite work, though.”


“And what procedure exactly are you referring to?” Sam asked, each word separated by a hostile beat or two. If Sam had been a dog, she would’ve flattened her ears and drawn her lips back over her teeth.


“Eating,” Beth said. She grabbed another Munchkin and popped it into her mouth. “You have to be very careful when you eat these round things lying down. Don’t you think—and here I’m asking you as a medical professional—they should’ve made these square?” Beth eyed another Munchkin. “That way they wouldn’t be able to roll away from you when you stick your hand in the box. Little bastards.”


Sam yanked open the refrigerator door and tossed old ice cream cartons and frozen pizza boxes into the trash, clearing a spot in the freezer section. She gently placed the stiffening shrouded body into an open spot between two of her microwavable frozen dinners. The little bundle looked so pathetically alone in the makeshift morgue, just like…


Sam slammed the door and spun on Beth. “Clearly you don’t understand the terms of this arrangement.”


Beth finally met Sam’s glare. “My understanding, Doctor, is that it was this or cleaning garbage off the side of the highway in an orange jumpsuit. Not a flattering color for me. Makes me look like a pumpkin. So here I am.”


“I expect you will act as professionally here as you would in front of your own clients.”


Beth laughed.


“That’s funny to you?” Sam asked.


“Hysterical, actually. My clients walked into my office on Park Avenue and held their hand out to be kissed by the doorman. They carried Prada bags and wore Christian Louboutin shoes. They wouldn’t even get their dry cleaning done in this neighborhood.” Beth put the bud back in her ear and closed her eyes.


All of Sam’s anger from the morning’s events suddenly had a single focus and it was personal. Before she knew what she was doing, Sam had yanked out both of Beth’s earbuds.


“Yeow!” Beth’s eyes flashed open.


Sam lowered her face to an inch above Beth’s. “You’d better be prepared to do your job or explain to Judge Allerton why you violated the terms of your probation. If you screw up, you’d best go home and pack your toothbrush, because I’ll be sure he gives you back your time. Now, you’ve got five minutes to get off your butt and be useful.”


Luke, the other shelter employee, stepped into the room. “Need you up front, boss,” he said in his gravelly voice.


Luke was sixty-seven years old, with a pockmarked face, mischievous blue eyes, a long white ponytail braid down his back, and still-powerful arms covered in ink. At a quick glance, the tattoos appeared to be a meaningless jumble of colors and letters. But if you took the time and asked him a few pointed questions, you would learn that Luke’s arms were layered with the history of his life. On his right arm, the symbol of his marine unit in Vietnam mingled with the address of his apartment in Haight-Ashbury during the seventies, his prison inmate number, and a portrait of the Dalai Lama. On his left arm, the name of his daughter shared space with “God Loves Dogs and Brooklyn” and the word Empyrean, which Sam understood to be the name of a computer program Luke had been working on for years with some of his old war buddies but never spoke about.


“Can it wait?” Sam asked.


Luke shook his head. His face seemed particularly drawn and dark this morning. Sam’s stomach lurched. Despite his appearance, Luke was usually the most upbeat of their group.


When Sam arrived at reception with Luke and Greg, she immediately knew this was going to be a particularly bad day in her life.


Men in suits. They had never—not once—brought her good news.


The three men introduced themselves and gave their titles too quickly for Sam to process. After she heard “Office of the City Attorney,” her attention remained focused on the papers in blue legal backing they carried.


The one who looked like a turtle cleared his throat. “Can we speak someplace privately?”


“If this is about the shelter, it involves all of us.”


“Very well,” Turtle said. “As you know, Dr. Lewis, your final appeal regarding the lease has been denied.”


“Yeah, I just heard,” Sam answered. “I guess I’ll be filing another appeal.”


“There are no further appeals to file,” Turtle said, handing her the stack of papers. “I am sorry, but this shelter will be closed thirty days from today. You will need to place all dogs presently in the shelter by that date or they will be relocated to the general city shelter population.”


The papers trembled in Sam’s hand. “But that will put them on a fourteen-day adopt-or-euthanize schedule.”


“That is correct,” Turtle responded.


“That’s a death sentence for these dogs,” Luke said.


Turtle suddenly took a great interest in his own shoes. “I’m not happy about this either. You’ve had plenty of notice. We were all hoping you were making other arrangements for these animals. This result was inevitable. The city cannot sustain your use of this property.”


Inevitable? Sam thought she had been trying to manage the line between hope and denial, and only now realized that she had been traversing the artificially verdant land of the latter the whole time. “I’m going to need more time to place the dogs. Please.” She heard and hated the desperation in her own voice.


“I’m sorry,” Turtle said. “I really am. But the decision’s been made. I have no more time to give you.”


Turtle and his friends quickly retreated from the shelter in silence. Sam thought of undertakers leaving the grieving family to mourn in private.


“I’ll call your lawyer,” Greg offered. “Let’s get him over here and strategize. Maybe a new lawsuit.”


Sam shook her head. “I had to let him go after the last appeal. There’s no more money.”


“I have some money,” Luke said.


“Me too,” Greg added.


That was when Sam really wanted to cry. It was more than just losing the shelter and the dogs. It was the fact that they continued to believe in her when she knew how misplaced that belief was. “Thank you both for offering. Really, it means so much to know you’d do that,” she said, trying to swallow her misery. “But I think they’ve got us. We just need to admit that the city is going to do this.”


“What about the sanctuary then?” Luke asked. “Maybe this is an opportunity for you to—”


Sam cut him off. “Even if we found the right farm, we would still need to raise over half a million dollars to buy it and set up operations. All of us working full-time couldn’t raise that in five years, let alone thirty days.”


“Wow,” Greg said, and slumped against a wall. “You really sound like you’re giving up.”


“I guess I am.”


“You’re just having a bad day,” Luke volunteered. “It will pass.”


How could she make them understand that it would not pass? That this was where all of her experiences had brought her? That she was so angry at being tired and tired of being angry, of losing this fight every damn day, of expecting the people out there to care and being disappointed when they didn’t, of the flow of the unwanted and rejected, of all the goddamn cages? Maybe her ex-boyfriend Charlie had called it correctly after all. We are just schmucks and everyone out there is laughing at us because we’ve deluded ourselves into believing we’re making a difference. “If we can improve just one life, make one human-animal connection, then we will have accomplished real change,” she had always said. Such blah-blah. A rationalization to redefine success in the face of obvious failure. What a crock.


Still, there was no point in dragging Luke and Greg down to her reality. They would find out soon enough. In the meantime she would work to get them new jobs and confirm the continued viability of Plan B. It was the best she could do.


“Maybe you’re right,” Sam told Luke with as much of a smile as she could muster. “I’ll start making some calls and see what new options we have.” That answer appeared to satisfy them for the moment and they left her.


Sam locked herself in her office and placed the call she never thought she would need to make.


“Bill Ackerman, please,” Sam said into the phone. Bill was Sam’s counterpart at the only other city-supported no-kill shelter in Manhattan. Sam and Bill also had a little personal history together that made anything more than rare interaction uncomfortable.


After a few seconds, a deep voice came on. “This is Bill.”


“Bill, it’s Sam. There’s something I need to know.”


“OK, I am not currently in a relationship and yes, I still have the hots for you.”


“I’m serious.”


“Me too.” Sam didn’t respond and Bill dropped the banter. “OK, Dr. Lewis, shoot.”


“Do we still have our deal?”


Bill was quiet for a moment. “So it’s true? They’ve pulled your lease?”


Will not cry. Will not cry. “Yup. Looks like it’s final this time. Thirty days.” No cry. No cry.


“Bastards. Yeah, we’ve still got a deal. I’ll take whoever you can’t place. You can come and visit whenever you want. Do you have another job lined up?”


“Not yet.”


“I’ll keep my ears open.”


“Thanks, Bill. This is a big load off my mind.”


“You would do it for me. That was the deal… You maybe want to get a drink later to talk about it?” More beats of silence from Sam. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”


“Maybe sometime soon. Just not tonight.”


“I won’t hold you to that. But it’s nice to know.”


Sam hung up just before the body-racking sobs she’d been holding back finally exploded.
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