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	THE ALCOHOLIC MARIANNES








Laura is having trouble sleeping. She once read in some magazine that this is the curse of growing older: to be an unwilling companion of the moon, up before dawn and wondering how to fill the empty hours ahead. But over the years that she’s been retired from her job as an office manager, Laura has come up with strategies to cope with the loss of structure that going to work five days a week had provided, which means that almost every day she has some task she has assigned herself to fill the days and pass the time.


So she gets out of bed, because there’s no point in trying to go back to sleep. Five a.m., six, six thirty. She makes herself a cup of coffee and sits on her terrace for a while, watching the dawn come and go. Stars fade, the sun rises. She goes back inside and turns on the television to watch the morning news. Then she showers, dries her hair, and gets dressed. Finally, out the door she goes, on her way to walk the few blocks to the local branch of the Queens library where she intends to browse through the new books that have come in and pick out something to read. She also likes to comb through the used book bins that the library is always adding to, selling old duplicate volumes pulled from the shelves to raise money for their educational programs.


Under a cool, gray sky laddered with clouds, Laura walks up Queens Boulevard, struggling a bit because pain has set in. A few years ago, Laura had thyroid cancer, and while she’s free of the disease for now, she has developed chronic neuropathy: painful tingling in her hands and feet resulting from the nerve pathways damaged by chemotherapy lighting up with their complaints. But she continues on, waiting for the pain medication she took before she left the house to start working. It’s strong stuff, and she has taken only half the dosage she’s been prescribed because even that small amount often makes her feel like she’s in a fog. But she will fight against that if it happens today.


As Laura approaches the library, she notices that there’s a van belonging to a local animal rescue group parked at the curb. She stops to look at the mural painted on the outside of the van, which shows puppies and kittens sitting under a rainbow with smiling children running toward them and happy adults gazing at the heartwarming scene. When Laura was married, she and her husband had a dog they had adopted from an animal shelter, but the husband claimed ownership of it in the divorce, and Laura was too heartsick about everything, then, to argue with him. But lately, she has actually been thinking about getting another dog. Walking the dog, feeding it—and having its company, another living being to spend time with—can only be a good thing. Not that she doesn’t have friends—she does, other women around her age that she sees from time to time—but caring for a pet is a full-time job and she thinks she’s finally ready, once again, to take it on. And perhaps the rescue group being right here today, in front of the library, is just the push she needs to actually do something about finding a dog to adopt.


So she steps inside the van, which is a busy place. There are quite a few young couples here, some with children, and some of the adults are already filling out the paperwork needed to adopt one of the cute, energetic kittens or puppies in the cages. As Laura looks at these people, it occurs to her that a puppy might actually be too much work, and so an older dog would be a better fit for her because it would require less constant attention. After all, she often does have to be out of the house—the friends always have some outing planned, like going to a movie or a restaurant—and she also has volunteer work that she does.


So she walks down the row of cages that hold the puppies, but none seem to be more than a few months old. Then, finally, at the end of the row, she sees that there is one older dog here, a skinny brown mutt with the curled tail of some wild pariah ancestor sitting quietly in the back of its cage, staring down at the floor. But as Laura stands nearby, watching him for a while, he raises his head and looks up at her. And that’s it, that’s all it takes. She can see that he’s scared and he’s defeated; he knows he’s lost and thinks that he will be forever. How can Laura just turn away? She holds a brief debate with herself, but she already knows which way it’s going to end, so she walks up to the front of the van, gets the form she needs in order to apply to adopt the dog, and fills it in.


There is a young woman sitting at a table at the front of the van processing the applications. She tells people handing her their paperwork that it will be reviewed in the next few days and then they will hear from the rescue group. When Laura’s turn comes, she hands in her form and waits while the woman reads what she’s written down.


“Um,” the woman says, “I’m afraid there’s a bit of a problem with your application.”


“What problem?” Laura asks. “What are you talking about?”


“Well,” the woman says, “we have a policy that prevents us from accepting applications from anyone who is seventy or older. And you’ve listed your age as seventy-one.”


“You’re kidding,” Laura says with true astonishment. “You must be. The information card on the dog’s cage says he’s about six years old and was found wandering in the street. He’s just a stray dog. It’s not like I’m asking you to give me a purebred puppy.”


The tight smile on the young woman’s face compresses just a little bit more. “I am sorry,” she says, “but we have this policy in place for the benefit of the animals. We wouldn’t want to release a dog or a cat to someone who might not be able to provide them with long-term care.”


Laura’s face reddens; her heart crashes around in her chest. She feels as if she’s heard some terrible secret about herself spoken out loud, her own punishing thoughts read back to her. After all, there are days when she can’t believe that she’s as old as she is. That she’s suffered from a disease that nearly killed her and left her with damage that will never heal. Getting older, getting sick: These are conditions that seem to go hand in hand if you think about them too much, and Laura does, sometimes. Think too much and worry. Still, weakly, she protests. “I know what you’re telling me—that because I’m over seventy, the dog might outlive me, and then what would happen to him? But what will happen to him now? I can’t imagine that there are other people rushing to adopt him.”


“I am sorry,” the woman says. “But please, there are other people waiting behind you.”


Still wanting to argue, Laura goes on standing in front of the woman in charge of the applications, who just continues to smile. Finally, another woman reaches around Laura to place an application on the table and then adds to the pool of smiles directed at Laura that have only one message: Go away.


Shocked and beaten down, Laura leaves the van and walks into the library. She feels like she can hear the buzzing of the fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling, and the sound reverberates in her head. Her eyes are blurry and she’s afraid that she’s going to cry, so she hurries to the bathroom, where she stands over the sink and splashes her face with cold water. Then she looks up and sees herself in the mirror.


I don’t recognize you, she tells herself, but this is not a new thought. Even though she knows she shouldn’t be, Laura is baffled by the fact that when she looks in a mirror, she still expects to see a younger person—not a girl, necessarily, but someone in her forties or fifties with a few lines around her eyes and some puffiness where there used to be taut skin, but a pretty woman nonetheless, with waves of brown hair complemented by hazel eyes. But instead, her own grandmother seems to haunt her features: an elderly woman, thin as a bone, who was born in a country that no longer even exists on modern maps.


Laura does her best to collect herself, but the pain in her fingers and toes is firing up again with renewed ferocity. So, without even looking at any of the books on the shelves, Laura leaves the library and limps home. She has lunch. She has dinner. She watches a movie on television, then watches another. Then she watches the late news and goes to bed.


The next morning, Laura is expected at the local food pantry where she volunteers a few days a week. The pain is a little better, something of a double relief because she has to forgo taking any medication when she does her volunteer work, which involves driving around the borough of Queens, stopping at local restaurants to pick up leftover food and produce that would otherwise go to waste. But when she arrives at the food pantry, Roger, the man in charge, asks her for a favor.


“Look, Laura,” he says, “do you think you could drive into the city for us today? A friend of mine did a catering job at some big event last night, and he said they’ve got tons of food left over. Platters of cold cuts, all kinds of meat and seafood on ice. It was for some kind of fundraiser so either they over-ordered or the event was a bust, but one way or another, all that food’s going to go to waste if we don’t pick it up.”


“I can’t believe there’s not someplace in Manhattan that will gladly take it,” Laura tells him.


“Sure there is,” Roger says. “But we’ve got first dibs if we can get there this morning. So can you go? You’ll have to drive the panel truck instead of the minivan, and you’re the only one I trust with it.”


“Where is it? I mean, where would I have to go?”


“Someplace in the Village. Bethune Street, I think.”


“No,” Laura says automatically. “I don’t think so.”


Roger, who has been stacking cases of canned vegetables, stops what he’s doing. He takes off the heavy canvas gloves he’s wearing as if he needs his bare hands to help him make gestures that will emphasize the importance of what he’s asking. “Why not? Are you worried about driving into the city? I know the truck needs work but it’s in decent enough shape to make the trip.”


“It’s not that. It’s just . . .” Just what? Laura knows how to fill in the answer to that question, but she doesn’t want to. She doesn’t want the feelings she’s having to be given a voice.


“Please,” Roger says. “I don’t have anyone else who can do it today. I’d go myself, but you know I have to stay here. People expect the doors to be open by nine a.m.”


Laura sighs. She hears the sound of her own breath leaving her body and thinks of it as a kite sailing away. Something that can never be retrieved. “Alright,” she says. “Just give me the address.”


She climbs into the truck and steps on the gas, heading toward Queens Boulevard, which slices through the borough heading straight for Manhattan. It’s a hard, mid-morning-in-New-York-City drive, with aggression seemingly boiling in the veins of everyone with their hands on the wheel of a vehicle. Trucks, cars, taxis, motorcycles—everyone cuts everyone off, everyone has their radio pounding out the tunes, everyone is in more of a hurry than everyone else. Laura can deal with that. She’s a good driver, and she can navigate the river of crazy traffic without thinking about it too much, but today, she makes herself think of nothing else because she’s on her way to Greenwich Village, a part of the city where she used to live but that she has purposefully stayed away from for a long time. No, she tells her thoughts, her memories, if they even dare to wander down that way. Go away. Fly away from me. But do they? Probably not.


The address Laura has been given takes her to an imposing glass skyscraper on a street where nineteenth-century brownstones used to sit quietly side by side. These buildings are now all gone, replaced by sky-high towers built for the wealthy to stride around in as they gaze out at a city they have many reasons to believe that they own. Laura double-parks outside and runs in to ask where she can leave the truck while she goes up to the penthouse. The building’s concierge directs her to an underground garage where she can park and then take an elevator upstairs.


Following these directions, Laura soon finds herself stepping into a vast space with tall windows spilling golden sunlight onto hundreds of spindly gold chairs stacked around tables covered with wine-stained linens. Men and women are moving back and forth across the floor, carrying trays of used plates and dirty glasses, mopping up messes of food and drink. Someone is playing a radio. Someone is calling out orders to the workers. It’s very noisy.


Laura finds the man she’s been told to ask for, and he sends her off to the kitchen, marching behind her as he tells her his troubles, a story that snaps and crackles with annoyance at how the event he catered here last night was supposed to be attended by far more people than actually showed up, forcing him to move tables and decorations around at the last minute to make it seem like this huge space was actually crowded with guests. Roger, he says, is a saint to take all the extra food off his hands because otherwise he would have to bear the sin of so much waste. And, as Laura enters the kitchen, she sees that sin would indeed abound if all the coolers and crates stacked near the service elevator are what she is meant to drive back to Queens. And yes, they are. The food pantry will be well stocked tonight.


Once everything is brought downstairs and loaded into the truck, Laura steps up into the driver’s seat and tells herself to turn the key in the ignition and head straight back to Queens. But she can’t do it. She can’t leave. Not yet. And this is just why she didn’t want to come here, to be back in the Village: She was afraid that she was going to do just what she thinks she is going to do now—no, what she knows she is going to do—because there is nothing to distract her. Nothing to keep her away.


Ah, well, she thinks. Ah, well. She still wants to argue with herself, even as she steps out of the truck, leaves the garage, and starts walking along Washington Street. Here, change is also evident: The old, familiar apartment buildings and quirky Village stores are gone, the new ones having staked their claim, glowing and gleaming in the sunlight. It’s a mild spring day, and people are out strolling around. Some are going in and out of the high-end shops selling designer goods and other luxury items, some are pushing babies in carriages or walking with a friend. It’s a pleasant scene but has nothing to do with Laura’s memories of the Village, which go back so far that they start in another century. Another century! As if when Laura lived here it was the time of pioneers in covered wagons instead of streets crowded with coffee shops and gay bars and stores that sold sandals and bongs and decks of tarot cards; a time of head shops and posters and pot. Maybe this is just the way things work, Laura tells herself. Time flows along and everything is different than it was before. But as Laura walks on, she grows sadder and sadder. This is loneliness, she tells herself. This is grief.


Soon, she is standing at the top of a cobbled lane, an anomaly in a city of wide avenues and concrete sidewalks. She takes a breath and then a step. Two steps, three. Down the lane she goes.


When Laura was eighteen, this was the place where she was able to afford the rent on her first apartment—just a small studio, actually—on the top floor of an old carriage house dating back to the mid-1800s. But just like almost everywhere else in New York, this area is now an extravagantly expensive place to live. Duplex condominiums have risen on either side of the lane, but it’s still quiet here, and shady. Trees have been planted around the duplexes and flowers have sprung up.


When Laura lived here, she had worked as a housecleaner. There really weren’t many other types of jobs she could get as a teenager from a rattletrap New Jersey suburb who came to the city with a high school diploma and little else. The company she worked for called their cleaning people “maids” and sent them to residential buildings in Manhattan. Laura cleaned townhouses and huge Upper West Side apartments, but also lofts and brownstones in the Village, which are the places she remembers most clearly. There always seemed to be drama in these apartments, people swanning around in beautiful bohemian clothes, trailing cigarettes and scarves, nannies and babies. The husbands always seemed to be older, the wives younger, and everyone did drugs, had dangerous affairs, broke things. They argued about who spent too much money, acted too foolishly. Sometimes the husbands shouted, the wives wept. They accused everyone they knew of being an alcoholic, but then confessed—sometimes to Laura, who was no one, just the cleaning lady, the convenient person in the room—that they were too. Only the wives made the confessions. The husbands stormed out of the house. Laura doesn’t recall any of the husbands’ names, but in her memory, the wives always seemed to be named Marianne.


Occupied by these thoughts, Laura suddenly finds herself standing by the front door of the carriage house. She knew the building would still be standing here because a few years ago, she looked it up online and saw that it had been gutted and remodeled, then sold more than once, most recently to a wealthy European family who only stay here from time to time. Now is not one of those times—it can’t be, because as Laura lifts her hand to touch the door, a thick slab of wood with iron fittings, the house radiates emptiness. It speaks of deep silence. Then, as she closes her eyes, she also feels the vibrations of time, the years of sleeping and waking and going from place to place. Of changing clothes, making plans, being and doing and running around. And she remembers that it was here where she finally changed her life by taking a typing course and finding work in offices, where she did well. She liked her work, was often promoted, saved some money. And here she married, moved away, then got divorced.


But mostly, she finds herself remembering the alcoholic Mariannes. And she wonders if there wasn’t something that she always thought was inevitable about them, those slim, delicate women with their middle-American beauty and fashionable weakness for self-destruction. Their air of being obedient to the carelessness of fate, running toward it as if there was nowhere else to go. Because as she stands here now, Laura, with her hand on the door to the place where she started her adult life—where she believed that the future would go on and on and things could always change, get better, that time was inconceivably eternal—she thinks that maybe what she was really doing all those years and in all the years that followed was hoping for something hidden inside a whirlwind to explain itself. For something to break wide open right before her eyes.


And yet. If she could, if she didn’t think that anyone would see her, she would press her body against the door and let herself pretend that she could pass through the wood and iron and melt back into the past. Climb back into her bed again, the mattress on the floor with its bedspread from India laid out beside a dresser rescued from the street, where candles were burning, where posters of angels and winged horses were hung up on the walls. Where she would be young. Safe. Starting all over again.


Hours later, back in Queens, after she stops at the food pantry to drop off the truck and its contents, Laura finds that she can barely walk the few blocks home because the pain is back again, and this time it’s really bad. At home, she takes the full dose of her medication, a powerful opioid, which eases the pain but also has the effect of making her feel like she is being peeled away from the core of herself and that what is left will soon become unmoored from life, from living; a poor wraith, lost and alone. The night is a cage, and she is a prisoner, with no one to help her or speak on her behalf. Soon, she falls into a long, drugged sleep.


When she wakes up in the morning and drinks enough coffee to begin to clear her head, she slides open the door to her terrace and sits outside for a while. She lives on a high floor of her building so she has a view that stretches off toward the horizon. As stars fade and the sun rises, she sees houses and clouds, trees and cars, endless highways wandering from one place to another and then back again. Laura’s thoughts wander as well, leading her back to yesterday and the day before. Then going forward: What will transpire in the days ahead? The weeks, the months, the years? Only time will tell. And time is pushing her along. Day after day she is growing older. Older and older—but that’s what happens, isn’t it? That’s what happens to everyone, human and animal, all who inhabit this one known world.


So Laura goes to her closet and pulls out a skirt and jacket, clothes she used to wear when she went to work, because her first thought is that she needs to look poised and professional for what she has decided that she will do today. But then she thinks, No, the hell with that. I don’t have to dress up for anyone anymore. So she puts on the clothes she usually wears these days: a T-shirt, jeans, her old Frye boots. And then she leaves her apartment and walks out into the sunshine. It’s warmer today than yesterday; spring will soon blow away and summer will heat up the city. It will be air-conditioning weather but still a good time to walk a dog.


First, however, she has to get the dog. So she walks several blocks, heading for the neighborhood office of the local congressman who represents her district. She’s voted for him in two elections, which should count for something, but even if it doesn’t, Laura believes that she can make her case. Maybe she was too shocked to say anything, too overcome with embarrassment or shame or whatever it was that sent her limping home from the library after the pet rescue group sent her away, but she feels differently today. She has intent and she has purpose. She knows what she wants to do.


It doesn’t seem particularly busy in the small branch office of the congressman, which is located in a storefront between a hardware store and a pharmacy. A young man is sitting at the front desk, typing away on a computer. He looks up when Laura walks in, smiles, and says, “Hi. Can I help you?”


“Yes,” Laura says. She introduces herself and then gestures to a chair by his desk. “May I sit down?”


“Sure,” the young man says. “I’m Randy,” he tells her and asks if she lives in his boss’s district. Laura says that she does and then adds the part about having voted for the congressman every time he’s been up for election. “That’s great,” Randy says. “Now, what can we do for you?”


“The other day,” Laura begins, “I wanted to adopt a dog. Not a puppy, an older dog—but the rescue group that has him said they wouldn’t even consider my application because I’m seventy-one.”


“I don’t understand,” Randy says, sounding genuinely surprised. “What does your age have to do with it?”


Laura smiles. The smile is meant for herself. And she thinks, Of course he has no idea. He’s too young to even consider the possibility that he will ever die. “Because of my age, they think I might get sick at some point soon or maybe not even live long enough to properly take care of the dog.”


“Really?” Randy says. “Wow.” To Laura, he sounds like a teenager, a little out of his depth to deal with what she’s telling him. But he redeems himself by offering what Laura, with wry amusement, understands that he must mean as a compliment. “By the way,” he says, “you don’t look your age. I really mean it. You could have just told them you were, like, fifty.”


“But I shouldn’t have to do that, should I?” Laura says.


“Absolutely not,” Randy replies. “It’s age discrimination.” He asks the name of the rescue group, and after Laura tells him, he turns and calls into the next room. “Hey, Angela, would you come out here?” In response, a woman walks out of a back room. She’s a little older than Randy, tall, sharp featured, and dressed the way Laura would have been if she’d opted for office attire. “Have we ever done any work with the Queensway Friends of Animals group?” Randy asks her.


“Yes, we have,” Angela replies. “Janet Kellogg is the name of the woman who runs the group. A few months ago, we helped her get a permit to expand the number of kennels she has. Why are you asking?”


“Well, this is Laura,” Randy says, sparking a quick exchange of greetings between the two women. “She wanted to adopt a dog from Queensway, and they wouldn’t let her because they said she’s too old. They can’t discriminate like that, can they?”


“Unfortunately,” Angela says, “since Mrs. Kellogg is running a private organization, she can make her own rules about who she lets adopt the animals she fosters. We actually have had other complaints about her, but usually it’s from younger working people. If both people in a couple work full time, she refuses to let them have a puppy because she thinks it won’t get enough attention. Personally, I think that’s ridiculous, but she’s pretty intransigent.”


“But Laura didn’t want a puppy,” Randy explains. “She wanted to adopt an older dog.”


Angela sends a sympathetic look Laura’s way. “That does seem like it’s hardly in the dog’s best interests. Do you want us to call her?” Angela asks.


“Would you?” Laura says. And now she’s absolutely determined to get the dog. Otherwise, he’s going to be sitting in a kennel for the rest of his life because of some random rule that someone she’s never met has seemingly made up out of thin air.


“Okay,” Angela tells Randy. “See what you can do.”


As Angela walks away, Randy looks up the number for the Queensway rescue group, picks up the phone, and dials. As soon as someone answers, his breezy tone turns hard and professional. He asks for Janet Kellogg, and when she gets on the phone, he introduces himself and speaks to her for quite a while, asking how the expansion is going before he gets to the issue of Laura and the dog. At one point, he puts his hand over the phone and, in a whisper, asks Laura if she recalls the name of the dog. And yes, she does, because it was printed on the card that was taped outside his kennel on the day that Laura saw him.


“His name is Buddy,” Laura tells Randy, who repeats it to Janet Kellogg.


The phone call seems to go on and on, but Randy knows how to apply the right kind of pressure. Again, he reminds her how helpful his congressman has been to her and then pivots to explain how he’s worried that Laura might go to one of the local television stations and get their consumer affairs reporter to do a story about age discrimination in pet adoptions while standing right outside the Queensway kennels. As he tells this fib, he looks over at Laura and winks. Finally, after listening to some long, garbled speech that Janet Kellogg seems to be making, Randy says, “Yes, that’s right. We want to do everything we can to help our seniors, don’t we?” Laura cringes when she hears this, but never mind: She’s decided that Randy can say anything he likes as long as at the end of the conversation, she is able to get the dog.


Which seems to be what’s going to happen because finally, Randy says, “Yes, thank you. Thank you so much, Mrs. Kellogg. I’m sure she’ll be happy to come over there today.” And then he hangs up the phone.


“Well,” he says, “she’s willing to make an exception and let you have the dog. But you’re going to have to pay some sort of special emergency release fee, which I imagine is something she just made up. If that’s going to be a problem for you, I’m sure we can find a way to help you out.”


“No,” Laura says, “that’s fine. Whatever she wants to charge, I can cover it. Thank you,” she tells Randy. “I really appreciate it.”


“Glad to be of help,” Randy says, beaming, happy that he’s going to be able to tell the congressman how he did a good deed for a voter.


Randy writes down Queensway’s address, and luckily, it isn’t too far away. Still, Laura opts to call a taxi because pain is creeping up on her again, and she doesn’t want to take any medication until she deals with Mrs. Kellogg. But when she arrives at Queensway, it’s not Mrs. Kellogg who Laura ends up having to work things out with, it’s a woman named Betsey who is hostile enough for Laura to guess that her boss has filled her in on the morning’s phone call. Betsey is a large woman with an unkempt puff of blonde curls, wearing a nurse’s tunic printed with cartoony images of dancing dogs and cats.


When Laura explains who she is, Betsey says, “I am well aware,” and hands her a piece of paper that turns out to be an invoice for $200. This is, of course, an outrageous amount of money to pay for adopting a homeless dog, but true to her word, Laura just hands over her credit card, which Betsey inspects for forgery, perhaps, or theft. But she runs the card and prints out a receipt, which she gives to Laura. Then, without saying anything else, she turns and disappears behind a door that leads to the back area where, presumably, the dog kennels are.


Soon, Betsey returns with the dog, who is following obediently behind her. Betsey is pulling him along on a leash attached to a plastic collar, but his head is still down, the way it was when Laura last saw him. She also notices that his ears, which look like they were chewed around the edges somewhere in his secret long ago, are laid back against his head, flattened by worry.


“Did you bring a leash?” Betsey asks.


“No,” Laura replies, caught off guard. Certain that Betsey will use this presumed negligence to cause some delay, Laura comes up with a quick solution. “Do you think that maybe I can buy the one you brought him in with?”


Twenty additional dollars later, Betsey hands over the leash. As Laura takes it in her hand, Betsey says, “Oh, by the way. Just so you know, he doesn’t bark.”


Laura gets what she’s being told: We won anyway. You bought a damaged product. “Oh?” Laura says, keeping her voice soft and even. “Thanks for letting me know.”


Betsey disappears back behind the door and leaves Laura standing in an empty room, holding the leash. The dog still hasn’t even looked up. “Well,” Laura says, maybe to the dog, maybe to the air in the room, maybe to herself, “okay then.” Taking her first steps toward the front door, she experiences a flash of apprehension. What has she actually gotten herself into with this dog? Soon enough, she imagines, she is going to find out.


The dog follows Laura outside but stands somewhat away from her, not testing the length of the leash, exactly, but still keeping his distance. After a few moments of just standing on the sidewalk together, Laura decides they’d better walk home because she has no idea if the dog would even get into a car with her if she called another taxi. But to make it all the way home she is going to have to take some medication, so she fishes around in her shoulder bag and finds the little metal container in which she keeps the broken halves of pills she carries for those times when she needs help with the pain but doesn’t want to feel the full strength of the medication’s grip.


And so, off they go. The dog walks silently behind her, keeping his head down, barely looking around at his surroundings. But Laura talks to him now and then, telling him her name, where they’re going, saying over and over that he’s safe and that his life is going to be better now than it was before. She speaks to him as she imagines she would speak to a worried child. They travel together up and down the hilly streets of the neighborhood where Laura lives, passing through sunlight on the sidewalk and shadows stretching across the path winding through the small park near Laura’s building. Once they arrive, the dog follows her into the cool vestibule and up the stairs to Laura’s apartment, still without having looked at her, even once.


He takes a few steps inside and then stops of his own accord and sits down. The spot he’s chosen is in a short hallway just inside the front door, near the entrance to the kitchen. “Well, that’s fine,” Laura says to the dog. “If that’s your safe place for now, you can just stay there until you feel comfortable walking around the apartment.” She takes off his leash and collar and pats him on the head. He doesn’t respond to her touch but at least he doesn’t try to pull away.


The dog goes on looking at the floor. Then, suddenly, it occurs to Laura that because she had no idea that she would actually be bringing the dog home with her today, she has bought nothing for him to eat and no dishes for him to eat from either. But it’s around noontime now and she’s hungry, so she decides that what she’ll do is share her lunch with the dog in the hope that it will be a first step to showing him that she’s his friend.


She has slices of ham and cheese in the refrigerator, so she makes a sandwich and carries it with her to the couch. She sits down and takes a bite. “It’s good,” she says to the dog. “Would you like some?” She sees his nose twitch slightly, but he doesn’t move. So she goes back to the kitchen and puts a few slices of ham on a plate. Then she puts the plate in front of the dog and sits herself back down on the couch. “All yours,” she says to him. “Go on, Buddy. Help yourself.” The dog waits a few moments, then, finally, he lifts his head slightly to look at her, as if he’s checking on whether she means what she’s said. She nods, and he gobbles up the food in a few quick bites.


For the rest of the afternoon, Laura goes on talking to the dog as she moves around the apartment. She watches television, does some cleaning, writes out checks to pay a few bills. Then, around four o’clock, she decides it’s time to go to the supermarket and buy some things for the dog. After that, she’ll come back and take him for another walk.


When she returns from the supermarket, the dog is in the same spot, but he’s fallen asleep. She imagines he’s exhausted from all the unexpected things that have happened to him today, but he immediately stands up as soon as she opens the door. Once again, he keeps his eyes on the floor as Laura puts his collar and leash back on. When she leads him outside, he continues to walk silently behind her, his head down, barely looking around. But he does pee a few times, the only times he lifts his head, as if he’s worried that something bad will happen to him when he’s occupied with the functions of his body.


That night, the dog sleeps in the spot by the front door, and that’s where he stays for the next few days and nights, though he always follows Laura outside when she puts on his leash and walks behind her with the same air about him of obedience and defeat. Now and then, though, when they are in the apartment, she does catch him looking at her, but if he sees that she’s looking back, he puts his head down again. And he continues to wolf down his food as if expecting, always, that it will be snatched away.


Then, one night, Laura is awakened from sleep by a sound she can’t identify. It’s loud, insistent, like a warning being shouted out over and over again. But once she is fully awake and just about ready to jump out of bed, she realizes what she’s hearing: It’s a dog barking. Her dog. The dog sitting by the front door.


She runs out of the bedroom and sees that the dog is up on his feet. His body is shaking but his feet are flat and steady, and he’s pointed himself straight at the front door. His posture makes clear to Laura that he may be frightened, but he’s not backing down. If something on the other side of the door is ready to attack, he’s ready to fight.


Laura’s surprise at hearing that the dog can indeed bark almost immediately gives way to concern. The lock on the door to the building’s vestibule is often broken, so anyone could have gotten in. Anyone could be roaming the hallway outside. Anything could be happening. Anything at all.


So she crouches down beside the dog and puts her arm around him. And with that one gesture, he feels, he learns. He leans his body against her, and his trembling stops, while somewhere inside herself, Laura’s own animal heart begins to beat louder. Deep inside, where illness has scratched its indelible record and age is gnawing away at her joints, her bones. And outside, in the unknowable elsewhere, time goes on and on and on. Stars fade, the sun rises. The moon makes an appearance on the earthly plane. There may be meaning to all this, purpose and intent, but who can tell? So Laura listens and tries to learn as the dog goes on barking. On and on and on.


And she will stay with him until he’s sure that he’s safe here. Here: in this one moment, this one place, with this one mysterious creature sitting beside him, still awake and alive inside her human hide.
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	KING THE WONDER DOG








“Do you think I can come home soon, Paul?”


“I don’t know, honey. Do you want to?”


“Yes, but I’m confused. Everyone keeps saying that I need help.”


“Then why don’t we wait a few days and see how you feel?”


“Maybe. But in the meantime, I’m going to go work on a crossword puzzle.”


“You like crossword puzzles?”


“I do. I’m really great at them.”


“I didn’t realize that.”


“There’s a lot of things I’m good at that you don’t know about.”


“I suppose that must be true. I’m sorry.”


“Are you sorry enough so that you won’t just leave me here?”


“Cassandra. I would never do that. Not in a million years. Okay?”


“Yes, okay. I believe you. Maybe.”


Ten minutes later, after saying good night to his wife, Cassandra, Paul Renard is standing outside Lenox Hill Hospital in Manhattan, trying to sort through the conversation they just had. Currently, Cassandra is a patient in the hospital’s psychiatric unit. She’s been there for two weeks and the insurance policy that Paul and Cassandra have will pay for a few weeks more—but after that, she has to be released. In New York State, the laws about psychiatric commitment are heavily weighted in favor of the patient, which is sometimes a good thing, and sometimes, not so much. In Cassandra’s case, she entered the psych unit voluntarily, and so the decision about when to come home is mainly up to her. Paul has an opinion on the matter, but it’s irrelevant, as, over the years, many of his opinions about his wife have proven to be. So he can stand here, paralyzed and miserable as he thinks deep thoughts about his inability to understand his wife, or he can head home, which is where he wants to be after working all day and then spending the evening at the hospital. But before Paul can go home, he has to return to the office because that’s where he left his dog.


Paul hails a cab and tells the driver to take him all the way downtown, to an address on the edge of Chinatown. This is where he works, in a loft he rents on the top floor of an old building that was once a sweatshop where immigrant workers sewed shirts and blouses. Once, when Paul tripped on a floorboard that was beginning to warp, he bent down and found a thimble stuck under the wooden planking. He keeps the thimble on his desk now, near one of his computer screens. He often wonders who it belonged to, and sometimes, when he works late at night, he finds himself imagining that a ghost may show up to reclaim its lost possession. So far, thankfully, that hasn’t happened.


Paul is a graphic designer. He’s had a successful career, but he’s sixty-eight years old now and he’s trying to wind down his work. The last thing he has to complete is an annual report for a chain of department stores. It’s a big job, and while it comes with a significant paycheck, Paul will be glad to be finished with it. After that, his plan had been to declare himself officially retired and stop accepting outside commissions in order to begin to work on his own projects. The one thing that he wants to do most is to write and design a graphic novel. Over the years, he’s become intrigued by this form of storytelling, and even though he’s not sure that he has the necessary skills to both write and illustrate an entire book, he’d like to try. The main problem with this idea—and it’s a big one—is that he hasn’t yet been able to come up with anything even approaching the outline of an original story. He hoped that once he no longer had the pressure of trying to meet clients’ deadlines, it would be easier for him to let his imagination have free rein, and then finally, something would come to him. But now, because of what happened to Cassandra, her nervous breakdown—which, he was told by a disapproving nurse, was a term no longer in favor so he should instead refer to his wife’s condition as a “manic episode”—he assumes that once she’s home he’s going to have to devote himself to taking care of her, and that is probably going to leave little time for anything else.


For now, Paul climbs the stairs to the loft, which is a long, narrow space that gets little natural light. There are only two windows at the front of the loft, and they look out on a blank brick wall, so lots of electric light is necessary to keep away the gloom. When Paul first rented this place, the neighborhood was in flux; squatters were taking over the abandoned factory buildings on the surrounding blocks and the illicit drug trade was thriving on the streets outside. Times have changed, though, and these days, the area is both fashionable and expensive. Eventually, Paul knows that he’s not going to be able to afford the rent anymore because it’s been rising every year, but he’s trying to hold on. He loves the loft, loves how quiet it is when he walks in and closes the door behind him, and he loves the fact that it’s his private space. He likes being alone when he works—except for his dog, whom he brings to work every day.
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