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    To Rufus, a noble dog

  


  
    1


    Born in the wealthy enclave of Barrington, Illinois, in late autumn, Rufus was the smallest pup in a litter of four—black with white highlights, white eyebrows and chest. The breeder, a precise woman with a lazy eye, said that as an adult, he would most likely remain on the smallish side. That’s a good trait for a miniature schnauzer. He had the look, even as a seven-week-old, of a polished, professional dog, holding a practiced dog show stance—legs back, chest forward, eyes alert—all inherited traits, genetics at its best.


    But she said nothing about Rufus talking. Not just talking, but talking to God. In dog prayers, I imagine.


    Though, in her defense, I would guess that she was unaware of this unusual talent.


    And, also in her defense, if she knew of his abilities and had mentioned, “Oh yes, Mrs. Fassler, and the runt of the litter—the dog you want—well, he talks, and he claims he talks to God.” I mean, honestly, if she had said that, or anything remotely like that, then odds are that the good dog Rufus would not be sitting in the chair opposite me right now, watching me type.


    Perhaps if Rufus had been adopted into another home—a home with an owner who wasn’t lost and confused and didn’t need to be returned to the awareness of the existence of God—he would not have bothered speaking at all, except to bark at the door to be let out. Even Rufus is not sure of that possibility.


    “I don’t ask foolish questions, Mary,” Rufus answered when I asked him about the odds of him spending his life with me, rather than some other, more spiritually healthy person.


    But I digress.
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    I did not mean to cavalierly hurry past the most compelling element of this story: the fact that Rufus talks to God. And he talks to me—Rufus, that is, not God. Sometimes.


    It’s hard to be nonchalant or blasé about such an ability, I know. But I cannot leap into this tale without returning to the beginning. You need to know how all this came about. You need to know the origins of the story. After all, what would the Bible be without Genesis and the garden of Eden? Confusing, to say the least, and most likely incomprehensible. Imagine the Bible as a movie you walk into during the middle. You can make up your own backstory, but it would all be just a guess. Admit it: without that opening scene, not much of the rest would contain any internal logic.


    As a child, I used to do that—walk into a movie theater whenever, and watch the film, sit through the ending, and wait for the opening reel to start again until I would say to myself, “This is where I came in.” It was easier years ago, before the age of googolplexes and corporate theater chains. Back in the day, each theater had one screen and would play the same movie over and over, with only a cartoon and previews to separate one screening from another. Once I got to that point of having seen a particular scene before, I would leave, satisfied that I saw the entire story. I remember doing that to The Time Machine with Rod Taylor, a movie star without much reason to be a star. Seems ludicrous to me now. I had constructed my own narrative as to how Rod got to whatever point in the future he started at, which then altered my imagined story as the true narrative unfolded. With that movie, I was close to guessing the actual story and plot. Close, but, as they say, no cigar.


    As a child, reconstructing a complicated narrative was child’s play.


    It is not so easy today.
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    Throughout my youth, my family owned pets. Owned, I suspect, is now a pejorative term. I mean, do we really own a dog? Or do we merely cohabit in the same spaces? The latter, I am now certain. My father, an impetuous man with a generous heart, once bought a squirrel monkey from Gimbels Department Store in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania—when department stores, I surmise, could sell squirrel monkeys.


    A monkey proved to be a pretty interesting pet, but if you fed it something it did not like, it would simply heave it out of the cage. Neatness is not any monkey’s most endearing trait.


    I remember growing up with a mutt, the family dog, a loyal animal who became as much a member of the family as I. As a teenager, I stood beside her in the vet’s office when he administered the oh-so-humane and oh-so-lethal injection to a lame, sick, dying dog. I remember her eyes, just as they went dark. I remember weeping all night over that loss.


    In my forties (midway, if I am feeling honest) I found myself alone again. I was pretty certain I needed a dog. Christmas was coming and I did not want to be alone.


    Before—well, before my current losses and tragedies—the parameters of a dog purchase became the topic of long conversations among Jacob, John, and me. It had been decided that hypoallergenic was a necessity; preferably non-shedding, small, with minimal genetic health concerns, loyal, good with children, non-nippy, benevolent, artistic, and kind. Just kidding about the last three, but we did have a pretty substantial list of preferences. The miniature schnauzer breed met all of our qualifications.


    But we, as a family, never had a chance to fulfill that dream.


    Alone, now, I decided to take action—and taking action was something I did not do lightly. Unlike me, the schnauzer, according to the breed books, had decisiveness bred into its genes. A good watchdog, the books insisted. A barker, but not a biter. Since I live in a relatively safe suburb, a barker would be sufficient.


    I made a few calls; I looked on the Internet.


    A friend advised against getting any dog. “They’re all the same—stupid, hairy, and only interested in food. Trust me,” she had said. “You will get companionship, but it will be stupid companionship. Like a blind date who you find out later cheated to get his GED, and who is five inches shorter than he claimed.”


    She owned an Irish setter, a truly small-brained animal. I say she owned it since she did all the dog upkeep in her family—feeding, walking, feeding, letting out, letting in, feeding, washing the muck off of it. The rest of the household liked the dog, but as is often usual for families, the mother remained stuck with all the dog duties. And to complicate things, her dog could not be described as smart—not even close to smart. It ran into the same glass sliding door every morning of its life. Like a chicken, it appeared to wake up to a new world every dawn. A pleasant dog, for certain, but, as noted, not very smart. And it often smelled wet. Most of us know that musty, yeasty, heady, nearly unpleasant aroma of a wet dog. Like wet newspaper. What they have in common is beyond me.


    “But I’m looking at a smaller dog. Something that I can pick up if I have to,” I told her.


    It took two people to lift my friend’s Irish setter, or a single person using a hospital patient lift—and where was one of those when needed?


    “Jacob always wanted a schnauzer. Sort of like fulfilling a promise, you know?” I added.


    My friend shrugged, apparently resigned to my choice, to my fate.


    After all, how do you argue with one of the last wishes of a dead man?


    There were a few AKC breeders near where I live who specialized in miniature schnauzers.


    And when I was ready, only one breeder—the precise lady in Barrington with the lazy eye—had a litter with an unspoken-for puppy.


    “I have a litter of four. The two females are spoken for. The larger male is going to another breeder in Florida. That leaves one male puppy. He’s the runt of the litter. But he’s healthy.”


    I attempted to make arrangements to complete the purchase.


    “It’s not that simple,” she said, a slight note of caution in her voice. “Before you come, I have some questions. Save you a trip. I don’t sell my dogs to just anyone.”


    “Of course not,” I said, thinking it was a poor method of marketing puppies, but I played along. “I completely understand.”


    “Do you live in a house or apartment?”


    “A house. It’s too big for me,” I said, telling this stranger more than she needed to know. “I plan on selling in a year or two, and moving to a smaller house. More manageable. But a house. A house, yes, not an apartment or a condo. I don’t think I would do well in an apartment anymore. Odd noises and someone is always cooking with too much curry. So, yes, I have a house. I will have a house. Now. And in the future.”


    “Does the house have a yard? Will the new house have a yard?”


    Don’t all houses have yards?


    “It does. And the back is fenced. It’s pretty big. The landscapers bill me $40 a week to cut it . . . so there’s a lot of room for a dog to run. And if I do move, that house will have a fenced yard. Keeps out the riffraff dogs, if you know what I mean.”


    Her silence probably meant that she didn’t.


    “Do you work?”


    No . . . I thought I might pay for the puppy with food stamps.


    Sorry. That’s just me being snarky. Sorry.


    “Yes.”


    “Are you gone all day? Will the dog be alone all day?”


    Oh . . . now I see why you’re asking.


    “No. I work from home. I write books. And I edit some. And I publish a newsletter for writers. But I’m home 95 percent of most weekdays. I do go out to Starbucks sometimes to write. There’s something about having to block out other people’s conversations that makes me concentrate more effectively. But that’s only once a week. Maybe twice, if I’m stumped by something.”


    The precise lady waited, then spoke carefully.


    “I wouldn’t sell this dog to a single person who worked outside the home all day. These puppies need companionship. They’ll get neurotic without a person—or people—around. Nothing worse than a neurotic dog.”


    She said nothing about dogs that had delusions of grandeur. Would I describe Rufus as . . . delusional? Or would that just be me?


    “Any small children in the home?”


    I waited a heartbeat, as I have done now for these last few years, until that small scud of darkness passed.


    “No. No one else. It’s just me.”


    The precise lady must have been thinking “divorced,” or “widowed,” or “never married.” I did not volunteer further information. She did not ask. Often, when even thinking about the past, even to myself—still—I would get teary. Buying a dog is no time to get teary.


    “Well, why don’t you come up this Saturday? The puppy won’t be ready to leave for at least another three weeks. You can see how you’ll get on with him. We can talk.”


    I hung up the phone thinking that I need to make a good impression on this woman, or else I’ll have to find another breeder and the next closest—with puppies available—was in Ohio. I did not want to drive to Ohio. Not just yet. Maybe not ever.
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    I arrived at the breeder’s home early—a lifelong trait. To me, being on time is fifteen minutes early. The setting was not exactly rural, but I estimated that I was a good ten minutes from the nearest Starbucks—or a Texaco station selling chilled bottles of Starbucks Iced Coffee. So I sat in the drive and waited. I would have really liked a coffee. Caffeine settles my nerves.


    I rattled in the car, more than a little nervous.


    The breeder was exactly as I had pictured: precise, wore her hair short, trim, with practical glasses clipped to a gold chain around her neck; with that one eye slightly off-kilter to the other. She may have been wearing Earth Shoes. I was unaware if they had made a comeback; hers looked sensible and organic with a leather strap. I admit that I am far from being style-conscious. I buy good clothes, good outfits, designed to last. I haven’t purchased a new outfit in years . . . well . . . since before the accident, I guess.


    She extended her hand for a firm handshake, and escorted me to the basement. I could hear scuffling and yipping as we descended. In a large, airy room, with French doors leading to the outside, now closed, two adult schnauzers were in a large pen with what appeared to be a large, single mass of wiggling puppy. The room smelled of dog—but that inviting new-dog smell.


    “Sit down,” she said, and for that second I was not sure if the breeder meant me or the dogs. I realized that I should sit.


    I sat on a plastic chair—one of two in the enclosure.


    The two adult dogs sniffed the air, not in fear, but in exploration, in greeting. The larger one trotted over to me, placed its front paws on my knees, and stared hard into my eyes.


    Schnauzer eyes are dark, or mostly dark, so the iris in their eyes is all but indistinguishable. They are like cartoon eyes—all one color—so it is difficult to see emotion in them. And schnauzers are not smilers. Some dogs—like labs, for example—can pull their lips back and offer a grin, with a lolling tongue. (I have since discovered that labs aren’t that happy. They are simply manipulative.)


    The larger dog, apparently satisfied with what it was looking for, hopped down.


    The smaller dog walked toward me, with what I took to be deliberate steps. It too placed its paws on my knees and stared.


    “That’s the mom,” the breeder said, not using the word mom, but the breeder word for a female dog—a word, incidentally, that I have never liked using, either in anger or in scientific dog-calling. She was Rufus’s mother after all, though the name Rufus would not be decided for a few weeks.


    She stared deeply, as deeply as a dog can stare, without being distracted by the yelping of one puppy or the whine of another. She stared, just stared, for the longest of moments. Longer than most dogs stare at anything, with the possible exception of an empty food bowl. (This I have learned recently as well.)


    I didn’t know what to do, so I gently covered her paws with my hands—like offering a manner of assurance that I was a good person who would treat her offspring well.


    After what seemed to be a long time, she sort of gave a nod, like she approved, or found me acceptable, or knew her one special offspring was exactly the puppy I needed, then dropped back to the ground, sniffed my leg and shoe for a moment, and walked back to the big ball of puppies in the corner. This was not her first litter, so she obviously knew the routine. Puppies grow up and move on in the wild, and they do the same if they reside in urban domesticity.


    The breeder walked over, reached in, and extracted a small furry lump of wiggle, mostly black, with some white. She handed it to me.


    “This one will be yours if you want.”


    I held the small wriggling bud of puppy cupped in my two hands with plenty of room to spare.


    “The pup can’t see real well yet, so all it sees is your hands.”


    I stroked the little face with a finger, gentle, but not overly gentle. It was a boy puppy, after all. The puppy seemed to like that, and promptly fell asleep in my hands.


    “That’s a good sign. Some dogs just stay all riled up—being picked up, carried, strange scents—they’ll struggle to get away. Apparently, he thinks you’re a safe place.”


    He was the most beautiful puppy I had ever seen.


    And he fell asleep. My heart began to sing, just a little. After such a long silence, it startled me at its ability to do so.


    This was indeed the puppy that I needed to have in my life.


    More surprises came later.
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    The breeder gave me a list of things to do, and to have them all accomplished in the three weeks between the initial meeting and the final handoff—Rufus’s adoption, as it was. The list was not extensive, but it was twice as long as I had anticipated.


    “I can’t visit your house, so you have to give me your word that all of it gets done. Okay?”


    It was a command that I could not say no to.


    “Of course.”


    I could see why she was good at training dogs. I really wanted to please her.


    A dog crate; dog carrier for the car ride home; puppy food—one of two preferred brands—a water dish; collar, two leashes; one retractable, one a strong tether; the name of the dog’s veterinarian; a picture of the fenced yard; an appointment set for a puppy class. The list ran on for nearly a full page.


    Obtaining all the necessary documentation and supplies was not that difficult. The cage—sorry, the crate—fit into the alcove of a desk built into the kitchen layout. (I had been told that cage was pejorative, crate was preferred by most breeders.) I never used the kitchen desk, except as a temporary storehouse for receipts, mail, and magazines waiting to be evaluated before becoming recyclables. The top drawer held in the neighborhood of a thousand pens and pencils, all halfway to being thrown away because none of them worked, forcing me to take telephone notes with a huge felt-tipped sign marker on legal pads, the ink soaking through four sheets at a time.


    I have to get better organized. I mean it this time.


    The cage—rather, the crate—fit snugly in the kneehole of the desk. I added two sleeping pads, the top one a leopard print, to ensure a soft rest. I took a picture of it. I would show the breeder all my preparations.


    No one prints pictures anymore. All they do is show others the back of their camera or cell phones. I miss passing actual snapshots around, but I didn’t think I needed a permanent record of a dog crate and food bowls and the like, so I carried my camera with me.


    I’ll probably never delete them from the memory stick, though.


    I wasn’t sure about the crate situation. I never had a crated dog before. The family dog had the run of the house. Looking back, I don’t remember where the dog slept. Did we have a dog bed somewhere? My mother, the sole surviving parent, resided in a nursing home, and while she had only begun to wade into the shallow, yet troubled waters of dementia, for now she would resent being asked inconsequential questions like “Where did the dog sleep?”


    She would become agitated a little, and wave the question off as if it were a pesky mosquito. “How I am expected to remember foolish things like that?” she would snap, prickly as she had ever been. Some things do not change over the decades.


    I would want to say that I did not expect her to recall the details, but that we were simply making conversation. Instead of asking a follow-up question about how the family had decided on a dog name, I would instead sit back, and watch Wheel of Fortune with my mother. She could not hear worth beans and had no use for gadgets like hearing aids, so the volume would be turned up to a painful level. Virtually every television in the Ligonier Valley Nursing Unit remained turned to the same level. I don’t understand how the nurses and aides tolerated it. It would be like working in a tavern that featured heavy metal music. Or working in a steel mill. Here, all televisions, except the one in the main visiting lounge, had to be turned off by eight in the evening. Then silence rolled down the halls like a tsunami.


    The breeder said that the prehistoric dogs lived in dens, so a crate, which she was careful to call a crate, fulfills their ancestral urges of being covered, protected, and easily defended. I draped a thin blanket over the top and sides. I planned to swap the thin one out for a heavier one in colder weather. The door latched easily. The crate provided plenty of turnaround area. The padding looked, and felt, pretty comfortable as well.


    I had not purchased the Kuranda Dog Bed—patented, orthopedic, and chew proof. It certainly looked comfortable in the pet store, nearly as expensive as the new mattress I had purchased for myself eighteen months earlier. That was a necessary purchase; a deluxe dog bed could not be considered in the same category.


    I had an assortment of puppy food, puppy chews, puppy toys, and assorted puppy diversions.


    Even before I handed the breeder a check, this dog purchase had become expensive.


    Do friends ever give puppy showers? My initial reaction was a strong no, with a wishful yes right behind.


    I was ready. I was prepared.


    Yet nothing could prepare me, really and truly, for what was to happen in a few short months.
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    The breeder actually looked at every picture I took of my purchases, my preparations, my supplies, my complete photo essay of my backyard. She even checked the photocopy of the medical license of my intended veterinarian.


    “I’ve never heard of him,” she said, “but he went to Cornell. Best vet school in the country.”


    “She. She went. The B. T. stands for Barbara something or other,” I answered.


    The breeder brightened.


    “Good. I’ve always found female vets to be more compassionate—and intuitive. Good choice.”


    I felt proud of what I had accomplished. It was a feeling I had missed in recent months.


    She presented me with the puppy’s papers and AKC registration—a thick packet of documents that displayed his lineage back to the Mayflower, apparently. I had assured her that I had no interest in showing the puppy, or dog, as it grew. I promised to have him neutered; perhaps breeders do not want more competition from unskilled amateurs like me. “Neutered makes for better pets,” she declared. I knew, for certain, that his papers would be filed in my office at home, and then lost in less than six months.


    I’m not going to sell the dog for a profit, like flipping a foreclosed house. He’s not going to procreate. Why would I need to know his great-great-great-grandfather?


    I handed her the check. The dog was now mine.


    “What are you going to name him?” the breeder asked.


    I shrugged, apologetically.


    “I’m not good with names . . . or book titles. I let my publisher pick titles. But with the dog, I thought I might see what sort of name fits him after a day or two.”


    “Don’t wait too long. Puppies get imprinted with whatever you call it—especially if you use it a lot when they’re young.”


    He lay down in the middle of the pet carrier, not frantically trying to escape or cowering in the corner. But in the middle, like that is where he was supposed to be. It did make it easier to carry, since the weight was evenly distributed.


    I had been nervous concerning the ride home, worried about a whining, yelping puppy carrying on so much that I would have to stop. I’d imagined him chewing wildly at the door, scrabbling to escape his new and probably evil owner. But there were no histrionics, no puppy on the edge of puppy craziness. Just a very calm puppy, supine, staring out through the wire mesh door.


    I pulled into the garage, stopped the car, and carefully took the carrier from the car.


    “Show him his bed, his food, and the door you’ll use to take him outside. Take him out on a leash right away and start his bathroom training,” the breeder instructed, touching on the three most important elements in a puppy’s small world.


    I followed her instructions to the letter.


    He dutifully sniffed at his crate, stepped inside, sniffing, looking at the cushion, then up at the top of the crate—like people do on all the HGTV shows when they enter a new room. I have noted that potential homebuyers invariably look at the ceiling, as if to make sure the house has one. Why do people do that? It’s a plain ceiling. Look to see how big the closets are first, and if you have good water pressure. No one checks the water pressure on those shows. I have yet to see a single buyer flush a toilet. There might be a lot fewer home sales if people flushed toilets or ran showers.


    The puppy completed his examination of the crate. I led him to his food dish and water bowl—both filled with fresh supplies.


    He sniffed at both.


    I snapped a leash onto his collar and led him to the . . .


    Wait. What door am I going to use?


    The back door led to a back deck, a second-story affair. A puppy this small would not yet be able to climb stairs.


    I’ll have to use the front door.


    We stepped outside through the main door, and his sniffing became a bit more earnest. It took him fifteen minutes to sniff his way around the front yard. I was cold by the time he completed his inspection. There were other dogs in the neighborhood, so he took some time getting acquainted with their calling cards.


    I am told that dogs can tell the size and sex and temperament of other dogs by the scent they leave. Seems a crude way of doing it—but if you can’t talk or write, I suspect it is the only way.


    He actually relieved himself out there, by a bush toward the side of the house—a bush I didn’t really like, so if his ministrations killed it, I would not be upset. It was some sort of weedy looking shrub that had been billed as the bearer of fragrant flowers. The flowers lasted all of three days; the rest of the time it simply looked weedy. I praised him, as I had been told to do.


    We walked back into the house. I unclipped his leash.


    “Keep him in the kitchen at first. He’ll be overwhelmed if he has too much space to explore.”


    Two doorways led into the kitchen: one a pocket door to the dining room, easily closed off; the other archway could be cut off by opening the basement door, leaving a gap of only an inch or two. The bigger problem was the wide arch between the kitchen and the family room.


    The puppy seemed to be a cautious type, so my initial solution employed two lengths of white clothesline rope, strung at two inches off the floor, and the other at six inches, and affixed to the molding with adhesive-backed Velcro. If the puppy ran into them at full force, which he gave no indication of doing, the ropes would give way. More important, if I ran into them, stumbling toward the sunroom with the first coffee of the day and with my typical morning slit-eyes, then I would dislodge them as easily, without tumbling down and scalding myself with hot coffee.


    The puppy sniffed the ropes, and made no attempt to cross the barrier.


    It appeared effective. Maybe I could market this idea.


    The puppy stared up at me.


    No. How hard would it be to duplicate this? Not very.


    I sat on the floor, my back to the wall, and invited the puppy to play. He slithered over with a wiggle. I imagined that he looked happy. I couldn’t tell. This was the start of a long process, learning how to read the moods of this small animal.


    He crawled into my hands and began a gentle nibbling on my fingers. His breath smelled healthy, like milk.


    “Don’t let him bite you,” the breeder had scolded me. “Bad habit for a dog to have—biting.”


    But chewing is what a puppy does. As long as he did not bite in anger, I would tolerate a dog-to-owner chew every now and again.


    After thirty minutes, the puppy crawled down from my leg and sat on his haunches, looking as tired as a . . . well, a puppy.


    “Go into your crate,” I directed and pointed at the open door to his den.


    The puppy stared at my finger for a moment, as if my finger was the object he should focus on. “No,” I said, as I pushed my finger forward into the air, gesturing toward the door. The puppy appeared to scowl, or furrow his brow as if in thought, then turned his head toward the crate. He lifted himself off the floor and walked with a surprising deliberateness toward his den, his crate, climbed over the two-inch frame, walked in, circled three times, then laid down, his head on his paws, his eyes facing me.


    “Tired?”


    He blinked, and let his head fall farther onto his paws.


    “Can I get some coffee? Will I keep you awake?”


    He did not answer. I am not sure, in the retelling of this episode, if he understood me at that young age, and simply waited to speak until the right time, or if he was in the process of trying to understand my speech. I think the latter, though I have not asked him. It doesn’t seem to be that pertinent a question, in retrospect.


    I sat in the upholstered chair in the bay window in the kitchen, sat with my coffee, watching The Weather Channel with the sound muted, sipping as quietly as I could manage, watching the puppy fall into a deep, untroubled sleep.

  


  
    2


    I named the puppy Rufus. I wish I had an interesting story behind the name. I don’t. There was a King Rufus of England, I think, and a Rufus King, an American politician back in the 1800s (that fact I looked up), a minor biblical character, and Rufus Wainwright, a singer—but none of them had any bearing on my selection. Like with a new baby, I opened the Baby Names book to find an appropriate moniker. I had done this only once before, and I had, in the years between then and now, never, ever imagined that I would be doing it again. When I found the Baby Names book on a bookcase in the basement, it took me three days to open it.


    I scanned the pages, eyes avoiding certain letters, then settled into the “R” chapter. The name Rufus appeared halfway down on a left-hand page. The name means “red.” The dog wasn’t red, nor would he ever be red, but the roundness of the name sort of fit perfectly. I knew no one named Rufus. I don’t think I had ever been introduced to anyone with the name Rufus. There were no Rufuses in the neighborhood, so if I were to stand on my back deck and call the dog’s name, there would be no confusion. Nor would I feel foolish—like shouting “Mr. Wiggles.”


    The puppy sat a few feet away, still in the kitchen, gnawing politely on a very small chew toy. The long rays of an autumn sun streamed through the bay window and the puppy sat in a warming pool of sunlight.


    “Do you like the name Rufus?”


    The puppy stopped chewing, and looked up at me. I had no idea what was in his eyes, save that it was a wide-eyed look up.


    “Rufus. Should I name you Rufus? It sounds sort of doglike, doesn’t it? I don’t like when people give dogs a real people name—like Mike or Paulie or something like that. Confusing to everyone, I think.”


    The puppy waited, the chew toy gripped between its forepaws.


    “Rufus,” I said with some authority. The puppy’s ears perked up, as if he had heard the word and was now trying to remember it.


    “Rufus,” I said again a little louder.


    This time, the puppy laid the chew toy down, stood up, and scampered toward me.


    “Rufus,” I said again, and by this time he stood at my feet, then on his hind legs, front paws on my legs. That meant he wanted to be picked up. Or to go outside. Or his stomach was empty. This time I interpreted it as wanting to be picked up. I cradled him my arms, not like a baby; that gets weird when an almost middle-aged woman starts treating a dog like a real human baby. No. I resisted that urge and held him like a dog should be held as I sat in the easy chair in the kitchen. Then he sort of stood on my stomach and made a beeline for my face. He did not try to nip at my nose. It had become a favorite game of his. Instead, he stopped mid-chest, and stared up.


    “Rufus,” I said, more softly this time, with as much quiet solemnity as I could muster.


    He sat back and stared. I knew he had to be internalizing the sound of the name. I hoped that was what he was doing. No one could have told me with assurance that he wasn’t doing exactly that. “Rufus. That’s your name. It fits your face. You look just like a Rufus is supposed to look. A little beard. White eyebrows. A perfect Rufus.”


    He waited another moment, and then leaped at my nose. I caught him mid-jump. His teeth were sharp enough to draw blood and I did not want to spoil this sort-of-almost-hallowed moment of bestowing a name. I held him in both hands, while he squirmed happily.


    “Rufus. From this day forward, noble dog, you will be known as Rufus.”


    Then I held him close to my chest and tried not to cry, remembering too much from the only other naming ceremony I had been party to.


    This one was much different. Happy. But so had been the time before.


    And as had happened in my only previous naming ceremony, moments later the newly named fell asleep in my arms, the sun bathing his perfect features, outlining every color and fold, every centimeter of a dog’s personal topography in immaculate clarity.


    I would remember this day forever, too, feeling a tiny heart beat close to mine once again.
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    I know I should tell something of my past. I have been avoiding that story every time I’ve felt the slightest nudge to let it unfold. Sometimes, that dark night seems as if it stands decades in the past; other times, it lies within a hand’s reach.


    I will tell you what I can, what you need to know at the moment.


    I am forty-three, nearly forty-four years old. I am a widow. My name was . . . is . . . Mrs. Jacob Fassler. I think that was the proper terminology. Now I sign my name “Mary Fassler.”


    Obviously, this means that I had once been married. Until three years ago.


    I am now living alone. Well, now with Rufus here, sitting in the office chair, staring out the window, watching me from the corner of his eye, I am not quite totally alone.


    My house is much too large for one person and a small, well-mannered dog. The house was much too big for my husband and me. It was much too big for my husband and son and me.


    I will soon get myself organized. I will clean the clutter out of this office. I will go through their clothes. I will donate them to the church’s resale shop. I will find the golf clubs, the very old lacrosse equipment, and the electronic games and give them all away.


    My heart is beating faster. I do not want to tell more of this story. I do not think I can.


    I am alone. I don’t like being alone. I wish things were different. I wish they had never headed east and had never crossed into Ohio.


    I have stopped typing. I cannot stop weeping—softly, silently, without tears really—just a heaving of the chest and a near strangling tightness in my throat. I have never before—in the space of the last few years—put any of my story to paper or computer screen. Now that I have, it comes back in a flood and I am forced to stop.


    That’s when I see Rufus standing at the edge of the chair. He is too small to jump down by himself, but that is clearly what he wants to do. I had to help him up into the chair earlier. I take him down from the chair and he runs at me and attempts to scale my leg, thankfully clad in denim this afternoon. He makes it up my shin before he falls back into a heap. I stop wallowing in self-pity and pick him up. He burrows and climbs and attempts to get to my neck, and once there, in the crook of my neck, he nuzzles against it, pushing his damp, cold nose against my skin. It is almost a shocking feeling, and my tears leave me, my throat unsticks.


    And that’s when Rufus settles down as well. I sniff once more, and my stifled tears stop, and the puppy is obviously happy that I am no longer so unhappy.
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    Rufus lived in the kitchen for two weeks. He hid toys under the pair of upholstered chairs in the bay window and circled the bottom skirt, pretending the toys were rabbits in hiding, then lunged under the flap of fabric, pulling a plush animal out into the open. He did not attempt to dismember any of his toys. He nibbled at them ever so gently. He would circle his domain every so often. He would stop at the rope barricade, look out into the family room and the sunroom beyond, never once trying to break through the flimsy and mostly symbolic gating. He slept in his crate at night, with the door closed.


    I agonized over that first night. I placed him in the crate, patted him on the head, closed the door, and told him, “Good night.” He looked back up at me with those impervious eyes—not with sadness, but something more akin to resignation. Too small to climb the steps to the second floor anyhow, he had to sleep somewhere safe. I expected a long night of whines and barks, but I got nothing. Not a single peep. The next morning, a bit earlier than usual, I hurried downstairs. Rufus sat in the middle of the crate, not smiling, but waiting for me. He jumped out of the crate into my hands and began his puppy-nibbling.


    We happily went outside. Rufus needed to know what dogs had come calling during the night. He tried once more to kill the shrub at the corner of the yard. He had found his spot.


    At the end of those two weeks, I took down the ropes separating the family room from the kitchen. Rufus waited until I coiled them up and placed them in a drawer, then he took off with a joyful bounce and ran, full tilt, through the family room and into the sunroom, sliding on the polished hardwood floor, and crashing into the pair of hassocks, rolling, paws akimbo in the air, as happy as I had yet seen him. He had been looking at this route for a long time, and now he was relishing his first chance at experiencing in a joyful, headlong charge.


    You had to admire both his inscrutable patience and his joyful verve.


    He was almost big enough to scramble up into one of the chairs or onto the sofa in the sunroom. I spent little of my time in the family room—the room that lay between the kitchen and the sunroom. The room had seemed to grow too large, too uncozy, despite my best efforts of adding warmth. The acoustics were odd as well; the vaulted ceiling swallowed up dialogue on the television, and I did not like turning up the sound to the volume in my mother’s nursing home. So, even on the chilly days, I usually had my morning coffee in the sunroom. Well, with the exception of these past few weeks. I would have felt guilty about abandoning poor little Rufus in the kitchen, all by himself for breakfast as well.


    So I sat in the sunroom again, my back to the sun. Rufus snuffed and sniffed his way around the room, then sat at my feet, looking up. We had been outside, and he had noisily eaten kibble for breakfast, so I assumed that he wanted up.


    I placed him on the sofa with me and he explored each cushion. Then he placed his paws on the back of the sofa, as if he wanted to climb up. The sofa had a wide back, with plenty of room for him to navigate. I picked him up and placed him there. He paraded back and forth once, then sat near my shoulder, staring out into the back yard, growling ever so slightly when he caught a glimpse of a squirrel in the trees that grew along my back property line.


    In the future, that would become Rufus’s favorite daytime resting and/or sleeping spot. He could watch out over his world, be close to me, and nap peacefully as the sunlight flowed, diffused by the slats, through the wide wooden blinds.
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    Friends came over to visit that first month, after hearing I had acquired a dog. They oohed and aahhed over the puppy, picking him up, with some planting kisses on his head. I had determined not to be the sort of semi-crazy pet lady who would do that. I have to say that human-to-pet smooches simply look wrong. Weird. I am pretty sure that Rufus did not like the forced smooches either, but he had no forearm with which to wipe off an unwanted kiss after being bussed on his forehead. Worse yet was the occasional trace of lipstick that remained afterward in his white eyebrows that I had to clean off when the over-affectionate guest departed.


    Over lunch at a local fish house (a restaurant I could never go into by myself because it just felt too much like a couples place) one of my friends asked what was going on in my life. I appreciated that; most friends felt uncomfortable delving into my personal life and its tragedies and found it easier to chatter on about gardening or the upcoming house tour for charity or their exercise classes at the YMCA.


    “I’m doing . . . okay,” I said. “It doesn’t get any easier. But maybe I’m just getting used to the way things are now. And the dog helps. Somebody in the house to talk to.”


    Beth pushed her blonde bangs from her eyes. (The blond was not natural, but then, what in today’s world is totally real and unadorned?)


    “No . . . I mean how are you really doing? You don’t come to church anymore. Or hardly ever come. No one from our Sunday school class ever sees you. I’ve asked. We’re worried about you. Or . . . well, I’m worried about you. You only come out when somebody calls you for lunch.”


    For a moment, I felt sad that I disappointed so many people. Then a moment later . . . no a second later . . . I grew angry. Why do I have to answer to so many other people about how I spend my Sunday mornings? Is it any of their business? I think not.


    I decided to lie. I decided to smile and lie. Once more. It was just so much simpler than the truth.


    “I’m fine. Really. It’s hard to go to church. I see so many familiar faces, and I keep imagining that they either pity me or are waiting to pounce on me, offering some off-kilter advice. Or set me up with their third cousin on their mother’s side who is way into comic books or is a Star Wars or Star Trek fanatic. Trekkies do not make for good potential dates.”


    The best defense is a good offense, they say. Put the blame on others.


    Beth smiled. I know she knew what I meant about the matchmakers in the church. Then a more serious look appeared in her eyes. “Mary, are you sure? Maybe it’s time to find another church, then.”


    I took a deep breath. Of course I had considered that option. Every Sunday since the accident, I guess. But I couldn’t. He . . . Jacob . . . grew up in this church. His father had been an elder for decades. If I left now, people would talk. His parents were still here—for the summers, anyhow. Mesa, Arizona, for the winter. (Cubs training camp was their version of Lourdes.) How would I explain to them why I was leaving the family church? I couldn’t. They were not what I would call generously spirited people. They waged a letter-writing campaign when the new pastor started taking his tie off for the summer services. Personally, I don’t see how a few feet of expensive fabric makes a man more devout or righteous or reverential—but there it was.


    It’s where our baby had been baptized.


    That’s all I need to say. There could be no leaving.


    And, at the moment, there could be no going either.


    I did attend—maybe monthly. Or thereabouts. I slipped in the back after the service began, and slipped out a split second after the benediction and hurried into the narthex before the final “Amen.” I ran into more people than I wanted to even at that.


    So I still attended. Just on my own terms. Abbreviated, to be sure, but it was all I could handle right now. Maybe, in the future, in a year or two more, I would start full power again. I would join the Ladies Bible Study. I would volunteer in the nurs . . . no, not there. I would volunteer in the library. I would begin to go back to Sunday school. I would begin to reintegrate my life with the family of God again.


    But not now. Not now at all.


    “No, that’s silly. I’m just healing a little more slowly . . . than I expected.”


    Beth pushed her hair back again.


    Why didn’t she get a different haircut? I want to smack her hand every time she does that.


    “But you are healing? Right? You’re not simply fading away from . . . you know—church and Jesus and all that, are you? I mean, that would be a shame.”


    “No, I’m fine. Or getting to be fine. Really.”


    Beth reached over and patted my hand, like an aunt does to an unruly seven-year-old niece. “It will be okay. You know, things happen . . . ”


    DON’T SAY IT! DON’T SAY THINGS HAPPEN FOR A REASON. DO NOT SAY THAT!


    I forced myself to take a deep, cleansing, calming breath. Beth seemed to sense the possible impending eruption.


    If I hear once more that “all things happen for a reason” or “God wanted them in heaven” or “You’re young—you can marry again—start over” or “Everything works out in God’s perfect plan . . .”


    My life has not happened according to God’s plan! The accident was not part of God’s merciful plan to draw unrepentant sinners to him. How could that be? Why take those two people, God? Why? Maybe they are in heaven—no—they are in heaven. But I’m here. I’m left here. I’m alone. There is no reason for that. I’m sad and miserable most of the time and alone. There is no part of this that would fit into God’s master plan. It does not make sense. Don’t say it!


    “. . . you know that little things happen, like not going one Sunday, and then it happens again, and pretty soon, you don’t go at all and it’s for no real reason.”


    Beth smiled as if she had dodged a plummeting chandelier. Or an angry bullet. I think she knew.


    “It’s not that. Well, maybe it is, a little.”


    I decided to let her off the hook. She meant well.


    I speared the last of my tilapia. It was covered in a lemon beurre blanc sauce with a light, flavorful cream, probably made with really good wine, for sure, and some topping made with something crunchy and nutty and extremely delicious. I missed having good fish and refused to smell up my kitchen for days as I overcooked some nearly fresh halibut filet from the grocery store. This tasted much, much better.


    “Beth, I know you’re concerned. And I appreciate that. I do. You have no idea. I’ll tell you what: this Sunday, I’ll go to church with you. We’ll sit together. Like old times.”


    Except one of us—two of us—won’t be there like old times.


    “Well, then,” she said brightly, “that’s the old Mary I know. Call me on Saturday then. We’ll figure out where to sit.”


    “That’s a promise,” I said, smiling a bit too broadly, happily knowing that I had three full days to come up with an excuse for why I could not be there.


    Three days is a long time.


    I once wrote half a novel in three days.


    Not my best work, but—surprise, surprise—it was one of my best-selling efforts.


    Go figure.
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    Yes, I’m an editor. And a writer. I know you’re thinking, Well, you certainly couldn’t prove it with this book. It goes on and on . . . and those ellipses and em dashes. What’s up with that? You think there is any other sort of punctuation you could employ? But it is true—I am an editor. With a master’s degree in English and no marketable skills, it is the career that pulled me into the whirlpool of misplaced commas and horrible, gut-wrenching shifts in narrative voice. I started out as a proofreader, which is the publishing industry’s fancy word for underpaid editor. I told friends that I enjoyed it, but not really.


    I proofread, correcting spelling and punctuation, and gritted my teeth over horridly florid descriptions of women’s clothing and their dramatic, breathy sighs over Bradford, a lost love, who miraculously turns up in Chapter 18 with amnesia, a scar, or rich. For three years I worked at a publishing house whose management team specialized in collecting tales of how they almost signed the next Stephen King or Tom Clancy. I heard the same tales over and over of how they missed signing the latest writer du jour because they offered a measly $100,000 advance, or because our acquisitions editor laughed like a hyena. But the team managed to get a few base hits, and they kept the doors open and the proofreaders paid.


    At the end of my first three years as a glorified proofreader (and this years before I met Jacob), I received an offer from another publishing house. They were located in the Loop in Chicago, which meant a longish train ride or a nightmarish car ride or a move, relocating to somewhere closer to downtown. The money was better, but with the added costs, I probably would break even.


    I suspected, after the interview, that I would have to start over with my wardrobe. While none of the women at the downtown publishing firm wore expensive couture designer garb, really, they all seemed to specialize in Bohemian Expensive—odd, off-kilter apparel that must have been purchased at eclectic, off-kilter boutiques in Lincoln Park, where the sales personnel wore black lipstick, had multiple piercings, and wore berets indoors without the slightest hint of pretension.


    I might have mentioned before that I am semi-unstylish.


    I made the mistake (which proved to be a wonderful serendipity) of mentioning the new job offer to my closest work friend—two cubicles down, single, master’s degree in English from DePaul, aspiring author of children’s books—and she related it to the proofreading supervisor, who quickly became apoplectic. It seems that our corporate culture frowned on losing staff to competition.


    The supervisor hurried into my office . . . cubicle . . . sat down, breathless, I guess, from the seven paces it took to get there from his office, and drew the uncomfortable guest chair close to my desk.


    “I heard about . . . your situation, Mary.”


    He said it with such earnest compassion that I thought I might be pregnant or have cancer.


    “We don’t want to lose you. I like your work. You’re really good.”


    This was all whispered, since, after all, we were in an open cubicle. I had to lean forward to even hope to hear correctly.


    He might have been coming in to tell me that people were talking and saying we were having an affair—that’s how close and whispery he was.


    “I want you to stay. I’ll promote you to associate editor. A little better paid, and you could actually change a writer’s horribly mangled syntax now and again. With an office. And I am prepared to offer you a raise in this amount . . .”


    He took a folded slip of paper from the breast pocket of his short-sleeved dress shirt, which he wore with a tie—a fashion abomination if there ever was one. He placed the slip of paper on my desk and slid it forward—all of three inches.


    His eagerness and excitement plainly evident on his face, he watched me open it. I was surprised: four hundred dollars a year more than the downtown offer.


    “If you need some time to think about it, that’s fine,” he whispered.


    I am a terrible poker player. Or I would be a terrible poker player if I played poker.


    “I’ll take it. When do I start?”


    He looked surprised. He would have stuttered had he started talking right away, which he didn’t.


    “Next week. Please, let’s keep this confidential until HR signs off on who has to move. Or who doesn’t get to move.”


    There was an empty office, smaller than my cubicle actually, but it had a door. The previous editor had a baby and told everyone she would be coming back and then we never saw her again. All the single women in the editorial group wondered if they would do the same. A number of proofreaders were silently vying for the coveted room with a door and a window, jockeying for the most favorable position. I figured that I had no chance, so I had not participated in the maneuvering.


    That’s how I became an associate editor. A year and two pregnancies later—not mine, of course, but those of other newly married staff—and I became a full-blown editor.
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    I realize that this seems off target based on the title of this book. But I need to tell you a little of how I became a writer and now manage to stay home and do my work in my pajamas.


    I never do that—work in pajamas, that is. I hate the feeling of it being 10:00 a.m. and I am still pajama-clad. I can’t do it now that I have to take Rufus out for a morning walk, anyway. It’s up and change clothes and go out into whatever the weather is. Rain, cold, snow—the dog needs to go outside, and that means I need to go with him. Yes, I could boot Rufus out the back door and let him handle things on his own. But if I did that, when would I get any exercise? So, unless there is lightning in the sky, Rufus and I head outdoors. My neighbors marvel at our consistency.


    The neighbor to my right uses a service that cleans up their yard after their dog, so it may be faint praise. A truck comes once a week and the poor serviceman walks back and forth over their lawn, looking for the leftovers from a dog. How I pity that poor man. I know he gets paid fairly well to do what normal people would consider a really, really unpleasant occupational choice. Not much in job prestige, either. “I pick up dog poop for really lazy people and get paid for it,” would not be the most effective pick-up line in a trendy singles bar.


    So, there I am, an editor. And that role, I must admit, I am born to do. I can see the weeds and chaff in a writer’s work, and usually have the kindness and tact to get writers to allow me to prune their work. Or more truthfully, they encourage me to do the pruning.


    After editing and helping rework a few novels that actually sold pretty well, several of those authors began to ask for me by name. Our publishing company is all too happy to oblige them. Anything we can do to edge the competition is smiled upon by management—most of whom don’t really understand what it means to edit a book. So I get a lot of smiles. I suspect that I should have parleyed those smiles into a better salary—but that sort of savvy horse-trading is not part of my nature.


    And you know what was strange in all this? After a few of our authors hit it large—not big, but large—the company’s editorial team seemed to take great relish in disliking them and their work. Familiarity breeds contempt, I guess, and a large number of our best-selling writers were not corporately beloved best-selling writers—at least among our editorial cubicles and tiny offices packed to the gills with free books.


    We seemed to like them a lot for their first and maybe second books, then they all morphed into being pains in our collective necks. Not so much me, since I have a pretty high level of tolerance for unknowingly sadistic, insecure, and inept writers. And who could blame authors for being needy and requiring constant attention? You slave and write and rewrite and worry and agonize over a book for six months or a year or all your life up to that point, and then you hand it over to a nameless, faceless editor who doesn’t tell you a thing until that person sends the manuscript back to you, filled with so many red slashes and cuts and suggestions and deletions and addendums and slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. And then she asks—urgently—for you to make your changes and get it back to her in three days because she has a printing deadline to meet.


    The horror, I know.


    So, there I am, in my mid-twenties. Well, late twenties, but no single woman ever says she is in her late-anythings. I have many friends at work, some closer than others. There is a group of us single women who do things socially—dinners, movies, even host a party now and again. Some of us attended a large, almost mega-church, whose singles group is large and notorious for being a Christian singles meat market. As much as I pooh-poohed the image before I attended, I discovered that it was exactly that—attractive, stylish single men eyeing the new women with a critical tilt of their heads, and you could see them dismissing the ones, out of hand, who did not meet their criteria. A small contingent of less-attractive men—with less attractive haircuts and who shopped at Target and did so badly, who had a lower standard—looked for women who were at least breathing and if they were lucky, semi-sentient.


    And occasionally a woman from work—one of the single ones—would meet a man, start to date, then get married. Go figure. It did not happen for me, and while I was not nervous about it, I did think about such things. I heard the echo of my mother, when not as close to dementia as she is now, telling me not to be so picky. I would have argued with her; I’m not picky at all. There just weren’t that many men who orbited about me to be picky over.


    That was until Jacob Fassler joined the company. He worked in marketing—smooth-talking, glib, always with a ready smile. You know, one of those marketing types. And he was handsome, in a Bohemian sort of way. He stood a few inches taller than me—and in flats, I was an even five feet, five inches tall. He had an almost dark look about him, dark hair with waves that he sort of pushed back from his forehead with a calculated insouciance that made it look as though he had just stepped away from the beach. I would have wagered that he smelled of salt water. He had dark eyes—deep, expressive, more brown than any other color—in contrast with my Nordic-looking blue eyes, my blond hair in a limp bob. He had a dangerous look to himself, opposite from me and my gingham-and-lace-apron aura. I could wear a leather jacket with leather chaps and studs in my nose and ears, and someone would ask me where the Sunday school social is being held. I have that sort of nice, nearly angelic face. I’m not that way, really. I can be bad. Seriously. I have done bad things.


    Sort of.


    Well . . . not really bad. Maybe naughty is a better word. Mischievous perhaps.


    So Jacob joined the company, and he became the talk among the single ladies—or shall I say, single girls, or single women—in the company for weeks. He was a safe subject because none of us women had actually talked to him. And I am pretty sure that, in the deepest, darkest, remotest part of our hearts, we all figured that we had no shot at him.


    He was that handsome.


    Most of us in editorial did not lack intelligence, but we did lack self-confidence.


    I would have considered my situation, my chance with Mr. Jacob Fassler, as long of a shot as shots could go—until that one fateful Saturday.


    I tend to do my editorial work quickly and usually left work at the official quitting time. There were other editors who always worked late, and my opinion is that they simply worked slower. To me, desk time had always been less important than a job well done.


    But, owing to the neurotic behavior of our latest good-but-not-great-selling author, his deadline had been shredded. He had held on to his manuscript six weeks longer than scheduled, the edits were more extensive than usual, he became more anxiety-ridden as he worked through the suggestions, and now it fell to me to get the final manuscript ready for typesetting by the end of the following week.


    That’s why I worked in my tiny office on Saturday. I was there because I knew I could work faster there than at home, where I would be distracted by my roommates and the availability of cable television and mah-jongg on the computer.


    Midway through a particularly confusing shift in voice and tense in the manuscript before me, I heard a voice from the end of the hall.


    “Anyone here? Anyone know how to fix this machine?”


    There was a copy room at the end of the hall. It used to hold the fax machines as well—and most of those have long since disappeared.


    I stood up and sidled around my desk. That’s how you had to do it—sidle past it. I told you my office was small.


    I stepped into the doorway of the copy room.


    There stood Jacob Fassler in all his dangerous glory. He wearing a white T-shirt and worn jeans—actually worn, and not just purchased new and worn. He had on sneakers—white Converse high-tops. I had, up to that moment, considered high tops to be an affectation on anyone but actual basketball players. But on Jacob, they looked good.


    His hair was slicked back more than usual; it appeared as if he had just come in from working out.


    “How do I fix this thing?” he asked, holding a sheet of paper in his hand. “Is it turned on?”


    I nodded. “It is. But it’s temperamental.”


    “Do you know how to fix it?” he asked.


    “I don’t,” I said. “Usually when it stops working, I sneak out of the room and go to another floor, looking for a copier that works. Eventually someone shows up who knows what to do—or they call the service guy.”


    Jacob smiled at me, a knowing secret smile.


    “That’s what I’m doing. The copier in the marketing area went down, and I’m wandering about the building looking for another that works.”


    I liked it that he smiled at me.


    “I don’t think anyone else is in the office today,” I said. “The finance person—Rita, the lady who pays the bills—she came in here earlier. But I don’t think she turned on the copier in her area.”


    “Rats,” said Jacob.


    “Is it important?”


    He offered a half smile, half grimace.


    “No. It’s just a . . . a recipe that I promised I would get for my landlady. I can do it Monday, but I happened to be in the area.”


    He cooks. And I don’t think he’s married. No ring. And married people don’t usually talk about landladies. And the temp in HR said he wrote “single” on his employee file—but no one can trust a temp.


    “Hi, I’m Jacob Fassler. Marketing.”


    He extended his hand and I took it. It felt warm and firm, but not painfully firm like some men I have met who make it their mission to cripple others with their Gigantor Death Grip.


    “I’m Mary Knopf. Editorial.”


    “Like the publisher?” he asked.


    “I wish. Well, yes, like the publisher, but no relation. At least not that I’ve been able to ferret out so far. If I turn out to be a long-lost cousin or daughter of Alfred Knopf . . . well, you won’t see me again. I’ll move to New York and edit books while looking out over Central Park.”
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