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For all the dogs like Cooper, and the people who work tirelessly to save them



ONE



Cora waved sheepishly at the car she’d just cut off and mouthed “Sorry!” to the driver. She had three minutes to make it two blocks, find parking, and dash to her client’s house. In DC, on the wrong side of rush hour, two blocks could take hours. On this day the traffic gods were on her side.

She’d told Madison Perry she’d arrive at her home at eleven thirty, and her phone read eleven twenty-nine as she snagged a serendipitous parking spot in front of the brownstone. Military precise, she thought as she speed-walked to the front door. She hoped her new client would notice. Though she was chronically late for every other part of her life, Cora always managed to make it to her clients’ homes on time, even if it meant breaking a few traffic laws along the way. The illegal U-turn she’d made in the middle of the street to snag the prime parking spot? Just part of the job.

The Perry brownstone was in a beautiful section of Georgetown. Close to Montrose Park, a few streets up from the shopping on M Street, and storybook charming on the outside. The low wrought iron fence opened to a courtyard filled with precision-trimmed boxwoods, so perfect that they looked like the gardener had used a laser to sculpt them. Blossom-heavy window boxes anchored the four large front windows. Looks like a House Beautiful centerfold, Cora thought.

As she rang the doorbell she wondered who she was about to meet. Cora always tried to imagine her clients prior to seeing them face-to-face as a way to prepare for the all-important first session. Context cues, from the way the client’s voice sounded, to the syntax of their e-mails, to the type of dogs they owned, all helped Cora paint a picture that was, more often than not, dead-on. Predicting canine behavior was her specialty, but predicting human behavior was a close second.

Madison’s e-mail had detailed the challenges she was having with her new boxer puppy (“The nipping! The peeing! You need to fix this dog!”). Cora was always hesitant when a potential client asked her to “fix” their dog, because a dog is more than a piece of malfunctioning household equipment. Obedience training wasn’t a business of quick fixes, despite what Doggy Dictator Boris Ershovich preached on his TV show.

Madison’s e-mail signature had included her title at a prestigious DC law firm, so Cora assumed that she was an established attorney with a similarly well-connected husband, perfect children, and a new puppy to round out this year’s Christmas photo. But the name Madison gave her pause. She’d never met a woman over the age of thirty with the name. Cora heard footsteps approaching and envisioned the polished woman she was about to meet.

The door opened. “Look at you—right on time.”

Cora stood dumbfounded for a moment. The square-jawed Hillary-coiffed power broker she was expecting was actually a gorgeous late-twenty-something blonde in black yoga pants and a slouchy cashmere cardigan. The woman looked only a year or two older than twenty-eight-year-old Cora. Perhaps this was Madison Perry’s daughter?

The woman extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Madison. Thank you for fitting me in so quickly. I swear, Oliver is the devil. He’s really driving me crazy.” Cora saw Madison’s eyes flit up and down her body, taking in her frayed sneakers, work bag, and coat.

Cora swallowed her disbelief. This was Madison? This model-like creature was lady of the Georgetown manor and chief legal officer at Crandall, Quinn & Hawkins?

“Hi, hi.” Cora was caught off guard by her miscalculation. “Nice to meet you.”

“Please come in.” Madison took two steps backward and then clasped her hands under her chin. “I hate to do this, but could you take off your shoes?”

“Of course. Murphy’s Law.” Cora laughed. “Today’s the day I’m wearing old socks.” She loved her neon unicorn socks and wasn’t ready to toss them, despite the holes blooming on both toes. She kicked off her shoes, worried that her feet smelled.

“You know how it goes—white carpets,” Madison said, gesturing like a spokesmodel toward the immaculate cream and white damask-print rug.

Cora nodded. White carpets indeed. She tucked a stray tendril back into her thick caramel-colored braid, a nervous habit that did no good because the strand always popped right back out. There were times, like when she met a successful, put-together career woman, that Cora doubted her decision to give up a fast-track corporate job to become a dog trainer. But, no matter that the salary wasn’t cushy and the stock options were nonexistent, Cora was making good on her promise to Cooper.

She glanced in the mirror as they walked down the hallway and admitted to herself that she looked more like a homeless person than someone whose name and impressive job title used to appear on a weighty business card. She still kept one in the folds of her wallet as a reminder of the corporate drone she used to be. Holey socks and all, Top Dog was a dream manifested into reality.

Cora’s button-down logo shirt was wrinkled and stained with dog slobber. A belt loop on the back of her three-year-old jeans had torn off because she was constantly using it to hike them up. Her old black jacket was flecked with a rainbow of dog fur. Disorder verging on frump had become a way of life.

But the truth was Cora could get away with the squirrel’s nest of dark blond waves and makeup-free face. She looked like she belonged in a vintage soap ad promising velvety suds and a schoolgirl complexion.

“Did you have any trouble finding us?” Madison asked, sounding as if she was talking to a child.

“Uh, no. I’ve had quite a few clients in your neighborhood. Georgetown is sort of my backyard,” Cora replied.

“Oh! You live in Georgetown?” Madison sounded surprised.

“No, I live in DuPont, but I have tons of clients in Georgetown. I get a lot of referrals around here, particularly—”

“Anyone I might know?” Madison interrupted.

Cora felt like she was in an interview for the Junior League. “Um, Ted Sullivan? He’s over on P Street. Marjorie and James Klein? Uh, let me think . . . the Dunn family?”

Madison shook her head at each name but appeared comforted by the fact that Cora could rattle off a list of folks in her tony neighborhood.

Cora stole glimpses of the rest of the beautiful house as they moved toward the kitchen, averting her eyes from her reflection when they passed another oversize shabby-chic mirror.

“Well, here’s the little monster,” Madison said with a flourish.

Oliver the twelve-week-old fawn boxer puppy was curled up in a tiny ball, fast asleep in the corner of his faux rattan crate.

“Oh. My. Goodness,” Cora exclaimed. “He’s perfect. I’m in love!”

Oliver stirred, stretched, and then realized that he had an audience. He went from slumbering puppy to entertainer in an instant, leaping in circles and barking excitedly.

“Should I take him out of his crate?” Madison asked.

“Please! I have to kiss that little face right now.” Cora saw Madison wrinkle her nose.

“It’s gross, I know, but j’embrasse mon chien sur la bouche!” Cora said, unable to control the stream of French. She often broke into her second language when she was feeling uncomfortable.

“Vous parlez français?” Madison asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, j’essaye de parler français,” Cora replied with false modesty. Her minor in French guaranteed that she did more than try to speak the language, but it wouldn’t do to brag in front of Madison. “Let’s head outside for a potty break right away since he’s just waking up from a nap.”

“Really? He needs to go out after he wakes up? That’s probably why he pees all the time after I take him out of the crate. I just thought he was mad at me for leaving him in there.”

Cora switched to autopilot and began her standard dissertation about the misunderstood world of canine elimination as they walked Oliver through the kitchen toward the backyard. She surveyed her surroundings while well-rehearsed words tumbled from her mouth. The kitchen was large and formal, painted a warm Tuscan orange, with soft Vermeer light pouring in from the many windows. The giant circular table seated eight, and Cora envisioned the chummy dinner parties Madison probably hosted there.

Madison and who else? Cora could see rows of silver-framed photographs on the shelf above the fireplace behind the table, but she couldn’t get close enough to them to make out the faces. Was Madison a second wife to some cigar-smoking DC backslapper?

The yard, once they exited through the French doors, was as impressive as the rest of the house, surprisingly large for Georgetown, and ringed on all sides with a tall privet hedge. Cora wondered how the burned-out urine spots to come would go over with Madison.

“Charlie’s on the way,” Madison volunteered. “He called and apologized for being late—he really wants to help with Oliver’s training. I mean, he better help. Oliver was his idea. I’ve never even had a dog before . . . Charlie doesn’t know it, but I’m really more of a cat person.”

“Maybe Oliver will help you be both,” Cora replied, starting to understand the scope of what she would be dealing with. She fretted that she’d eventually have to snake charm the woman into liking her in order for them to successfully complete the program. But for now, she focused on the dog, knowing that a puppy could blur the hard edges of even the most disagreeable clients.

So his name is Charlie. Cora checked Madison’s left hand. Bare. Pretending to be a puppy person to lock down old Charlie?

Oliver stopped jumping on Cora long enough to find just the right spot to pee, and Cora chanted “Hurry up, hurry up,” to him. She turned to Madison. “I like ‘hurry up,’ but do you already have a potty phrase?”

“A what?”

Cora started to explain how a simple phrase can become a Pavlovian trigger to get a dog to eliminate but was interrupted by the French doors opening to reveal the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Cora suddenly understood why Madison would lie about being a dog person.

He was Cora’s kryptonite: tall, broad shouldered, with short sandy hair that swooped in a way that looked styled but not fussy. He radiated the kind of kick-in-the-gut good looks that made both women and men stare. He wasn’t “pretty” but arresting. Manly, like he’d be at home chopping wood in a flannel shirt, even though he was wearing an expensive-looking suit.

There’s got to be something wrong with him, Cora thought, steeling herself to remain professional. Aside from the fact that he’s dating someone who doesn’t like dogs.

He strode over toward Cora with his hand outstretched. “Hi, you must be Cora. I’m Charlie Gill. Sorry I’m late. Can you believe that I hit traffic at lunchtime?” His ruddy cheeks and quick smile unnerved Cora.

Cora met his grip with a firm handshake and did her best to hide her immediate and unprofessional attraction to her new client.

“Nice to meet you, and I totally understand the traffic. It runs my life—I could tell you stories!” Cora said, smiling her biggest “I’ll blind you with my teeth so you don’t notice that I’m not wearing makeup” smile. She hoped that he hadn’t heard the tremor in her voice or noticed the bright red splotches she could feel blooming on her cheeks.

Oliver rushed over and jumped up on Charlie. “There’s my little guy!” He laughed and leaned over to pet his puppy. Charlie’s voice went up. “Are you the best puppy in the world? Yes you are! Why, yes you are, little Ollie-by-golly!”

“I know this is going to sound totally bitchy, but can we get started?” Madison asked. “I have a one o’clock meeting.”

“Of course! Sorry about that,” Cora replied, embarrassed that she wasn’t more on top of the lesson and avoiding looking directly at Charlie. She usually controlled the progression of the hour with a conductor’s fluidity, but she had a feeling that the Perry-Gill household wasn’t going to be business as usual.

“Let’s start off with some Q and A.”

They headed back inside and settled in the kitchen, Charlie and Madison sitting at the table and Cora taking up her usual position on the floor next to the dog.

“I just have a few questions that’ll help me get to know Oliver better and help me understand what you want from training.”

Cora launched into her standard questionnaire—Where did you get your dog? Who’s your vet? What type of food is your dog eating?—and studied Charlie and Madison as they took turns answering. People revealed more than they realized during that simple twelve-question interview. Cora usually divided her time during Q&A interacting with the dog and gauging the people, so that when they stood up to begin the session she could predict how each party would react. The interview process was a holdover from her project management days, a part of her corporate arsenal that she used to set her apart from her dog training peers.

Madison was the easier to read. She’d almost come out and admitted that she didn’t really like Oliver, and during the interview Cora began to realize just how deep that dislike actually was.

“There’s so much wrong with this dog, right, hon? He’s like, pawtistic I think.” Madison put her hand on Charlie’s thigh and laughed at her own joke. “But we’ve got our very own Doggie Dictator now. There’s a ton of stuff to fix, but that’s why we’re paying you the big bucks!”

The corners of Cora’s mouth turned down before she could help it. Equating the success of her program with the cost was a close second to the “fix my dog” request on her list of red flags. (Which was tied with people likening her to Boris Ershovich.) Sure, private training was expensive, but so was having a plumber show up when you’ve got an overflowing toilet.

Charlie sighed, as if heading into a frequent battle. “Mads, there’s not a ‘ton’ of stuff wrong with Oliver. He’s a typical puppy. It’s all normal.” He reached down to pet Oliver, who was chewing on his shoelace.

“What are the main challenges? I want to make sure we get to all of it.” Cora focused on Madison, as unpleasant as she was, because her cheeks got hot every time she looked at Charlie.

“Where do I start?” Madison held out her hand and ticked off the problems on her manicured fingers. “The peeing, the drooling, the poop in my closet, the hair, the muddy paws, the smell, the nipping, the jumping, the destruction of my shoes, and the nonstop spazziness. I’m over it.”

Charlie sighed again, crossed his arms, and leaned ever so slightly away from Madison.

“Wow, that’s quite a list!” Cora said. “I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is that I can help you with most of it.” She paused. “The bad news is that muddy paws, drool, and hair are all a part of the deal when it comes to dogs. Maybe you should’ve stuck with cats?” It slipped out before Cora could stop herself, and it sounded unkind. She kicked herself for insulting the person who was about to write her a check.

“Sometimes I wish I had,” Madison said, narrowing her eyes at Cora.

“I think we’re going to be fine, Mads,” Charlie said, defusing the mounting tension and finally reaching out to his girlfriend, giving her hand a squeeze. “I’m sure Cora knows how to help us, and she’ll show you that Ollie-by-golly is a genius after all. Right?” He looked at Cora with a hopeful expression.

“I promise. You’ll be embrasser votre chien before you know it!” Cora’s French tripped her up yet again, making her think about kissing. She turned pink, and wondered how she was going to navigate the next five weeks without ever looking directly at Charlie.



TWO



On the drive home, Cora’s cell phone jangled her out of her self-satisfaction for successfully navigating the Perry-Gill lesson. She struggled to dig through her overloaded work bag with one hand while managing the quirky back streets of Georgetown with the other. Of course the phone had to ring on the narrow cobblestoned street that was partially blocked by a moving van. Phone located and earpiece inserted, she answered, “Top Dog Training, may I help you?”

“Duuuude, where are you? Didn’t you get my texts?”

“Hey, Mags, I’m just leaving my final client of the day. Haven’t even had a chance to look at my phone. What’s up?” Cora’s roommate, Maggie Zabek, had a knack for reporting inane but entertaining gossip, so Cora didn’t always rush to check when her name popped up on-screen.

“I’m guessing you didn’t look at the Post this morning before you left, right?” Maggie’s father was an editor of the local paper in Richmond, and though she was thirty years younger than the average newspaper reader, she defiantly subscribed to the paper version of the Washington Post as an act of solidarity for a dying medium.

“No, I was running late. Why?” Cora could tell by Maggie’s voice that something was up.

“Um, when will you be home?”

“What’s going on? You’re freaking me out, just tell me what’s up. What was in the Post? Is it something about my business? Is there a new Boris Ershovich training center opening up in Rosslyn or something?” The idea that the powerhouse dog training celebrity might franchise on her home turf was one of the many unlikely but still stressful thoughts that kept her up at night. After three years of struggle, she was finally established in her market, but she knew she could never compete with Ershovich’s star power.

“No, it’s nothing about you . . . per se. Jesus, C, I don’t want to tell you on the phone. You kinda need to see it to believe it anyway. It’s not bad bad, it’s just . . . freaky.” Maggie paused.

“I’ll be home in five. This better be good.”

“It’s . . . something, all right.”

Cora snagged a parking spot right in front of her building and raced up the stairs to their place. Her dog Fritz was waiting for her at the door.

“Hi, Fritzie. Hello, my handsome boy. Where’s Auntie Maggie?” She leaned down and kissed him on top of his square head. Fritz did a little dance to welcome her home, and for a few seconds as she massaged his shoulders, nothing else mattered. Greeting complete, she stood up and shouted, “I’m here, now will you please tell me what’s going on?”

“I’m in the kitchen,” Maggie replied.

Cora rounded the corner and saw Maggie sitting at the tiny kitchen table with the newspaper spread in front of her and a pitcher of orange juice nearby. She was still in her leopard print flannel pajamas, her short white-blond hair sticking out from her head in wild spikes. She looked adorable even when disheveled. Maggie patted the pitcher and smiled. “It’s too early for wine, but it’s never too early for mimosas.”

“You look awfully cheerful for someone delivering news that requires alcohol. Let me see this.” Cora swooped down and tried to grab the paper from the table, but Maggie threw her hands on top of it.

“Can I at least point it out to you? Back off for a sec. I need to make a speech first.”

Cora hopped up and down in frustration.

“Okay, Cora, my dearest friend. Here goes.” Maggie cleared her throat and paused dramatically. “You’ve been through a lot of crap in the past, and since I know you pretty much better than anyone else, I think I’m qualified to say that you’ve finally put that all behind you. Put him behind you.”

Cora’s stomach dropped. The bad news was somehow related to Aaron, her ex-fiancé. “Oh no. Oh no. What is it? Is he getting married?” By this time Fritz had pushed his head beneath Cora’s hand, sensitive, as always, to the slightest shifts in her mood. She touched it absentmindedly.

Maggie’s expression changed from concerned to pained. “Please don’t get upset, C. He’s not getting married. Here, look.”

Maggie pushed the newspaper toward Cora and pointed to a small photo near the TV listings. Cora leaned in and squinted at the group of smiling people in the picture. She picked out Aaron immediately, tanned and grinning.

“ ‘Meet the cast of America’s Hottest Landscaper’?” she read the caption aloud. “Are you kidding me? Aaron is going on a reality show?”

It had taken her a year and a half, but Cora had put Aaron Affini behind her. Now he was going to be back to haunt her via the television. She’d finally lost the phantom ring sensation, when her thumb would unconsciously slide to touch the spot on her left hand where the delicate platinum engagement band had once sat.

Maggie studied Cora’s face. “You okay?”

Cora nodded and shrugged at the same time, her mouth a tight line.

Maggie spoke quickly, as if to keep Cora from focusing on the photo for too long. “Look, I know it sucks, but maybe he’ll get kicked out or voted off or eliminated on the first show. He’ll disappear again in a few days. Gone, purged, invisible, just like before.”

“You know that won’t happen, Maggie. Aaron always wins. Always.” Cora pulled the newspaper from the table and held it close to her eyes. “He’s the best-looking guy in the group.”

“But it’s not just a beauty competition! It’s also to see who can weed best, or mow fastest, or do whatever landscapers do. We both know he’s lazy as hell. Don’t worry, C, he’s not going to make it far.”

But Cora knew better. She knew that when Aaron had his eyes on a prize, nothing could stop him. And she knew that he was at his best when he had an audience.

Cora threw the paper on the table. “Whatever. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

Maggie eyed her skeptically.

“What? Who even watches the Garden Channel anyway?” Cora paused. “I’m happy for him.” She raised her arms and gazed heavenward. “Universe? I’m totally fine with this.”

“Look at you, all evolved and grown up! Namaste, y’all.” Maggie placed her hands together and bowed at Cora. “Now, do you want a large mimosa, or an extra-large mimosa?”

She hoped that Maggie couldn’t see through her tough-girl act. Cora’s coping technique after the breakup was scrubbing every trace of Aaron from her life, both electronically and in real life, and then pushing any thought of him from her mind each time he dared to creep into her consciousness. The rejection was too painful to dwell on, so she’d erased him. Completely.

“I need to get out of here.” Cora called to her dog. “Hey, Fritz, wanna hike?”

Fritz danced in front of her, then took a few steps toward the door. The word hike meant one thing: Rock Creek Park.

Their long walks in Rock Creek Park were the highlight of the week for both of them. The ritual gave Cora an opportunity to connect with her own dog after spending the majority of the week working with other people’s, and it gave Fritz a chance to lay claim to the landscape by lifting his leg on everything vertical. On this day, with the warm spring air bringing everything back to life, a hike would be a hit of dopamine that could banish thoughts of Aaron for at least a few hours.

Maggie scrunched up her face. “Want me to come?” Since this was the first time in all the years they’d lived together Maggie’d asked to come, Cora wasn’t about to make her best friend go hiking.

“Nope, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, okay?”

There was a catch in her throat. She didn’t have lingering feelings for Aaron, at least none that she acknowledged, so she couldn’t understand why she was so unnerved by the news he might get famous. Perhaps because she could no longer control the Aaron narrative, she feared he might loom larger than life in her head once again, despite her best efforts to purge him forever. Maybe she was just being petty and didn’t wish professional success for the man who’d jilted her.

Fritz gave a muffled “harrumph” in his polite indoor voice to speed Cora along, so she took the hint and grabbed his leash.



THREE



A day and two head-clearing walks later, Cora pulled up in front of her client Fran Channing’s house ten minutes early. She dug out her phone and scanned her e-mail, stalling so that she’d arrive on her client’s doorstep exactly on time. She scrolled past the junk mail and new client inquiries until a message from her client Wade Cohen looked interesting enough to open. “Thought of You, Cora,” the subject line read.

“Hey Miss Dog Lady,” it said. “Saw this job posting and thought of you immediately. You need to try out—let’s talk.” Wade and his wife, Rachel, were always brainstorming ways for Cora to grow her business, in between training sessions with their adolescent golden retriever, Daisy, and unruly twin girls, offering advice for everything from her social media presence to her flyers. Wade’s profession was filming corporate training videos, so she couldn’t imagine what sort of job would make him think of her. She scrolled down to the forwarded message.

We’re looking for a one-of-a-kind dog trainer! Are you outgoing? Do your customers and their dogs love you? Bolex Media is casting an exciting new show that will help viewers train their dogs in an entirely new way. See the attachment for program overview and submission details.

Cora stared out the window as her stomach started to churn. A TV show? Wade thought she should audition for a TV show? Cora was ready for someone to unseat the famous Doggie Dictator, but she had never considered, even in her wildest anti-Ershovich rantings, that that someone should be her. She was a worker bee, a boots-on-the-ground tactician whose sole purpose was to smooth the bumps in the canine-human relationship. Could she become a spokesperson? Be the “face” of positive dog training? It felt unlikely. Cora always ducked in the back of group photos, or offered to take the picture instead of being in it. She hated being the center of attention. When she factored in her lack of experience onstage or in front of a camera—she’d even opted to be crew in her third grade production of Cinderella instead of one of the mice—doing anything other than daydreaming about the opportunity seemed unlikely.

But still. The chance to do TV dog training right, to help people train with empathy and compassion, rather than barely camouflaged abuse, was tempting. Maybe she could summon the spirit to at least ask for more information about the show? Asking for more details was hardly a commitment to star in a TV show. Issue resolved, she dropped her phone back in her bag and pushed the thought from her head so she could focus completely on her clients.

Fran Channing and her gorgeous young Bouvier des Flandres, Sydney, were Cora’s favorite new clients. Fran’s Australian accent, giant black-rimmed glasses, and irreverent Louise-Brooks-meets-Helmut-Lang style were charming. Her oversize furry black dog, though, was an odd match for her, as Fran seemed better suited for a portable purse-size dog. Sydney’s black mustache and beard made him look equally unique, but his herding dog work ethic didn’t fit with Fran’s lifestyle. She was overwhelmed by his energy levels, and it was up to Cora to help make the relationship work. A lot of pressure, yes, but she was up to it.

She lifted the heavy iron knocker on Fran’s front door and heard Sydney start barking before it had even touched the base. Sydney had been wild at the beginning of their first session, but Cora knew there was a genius lurking beneath his exuberant attention-seeking behavior.

Fran opened the door immediately, as if she’d been waiting for Cora. She rolled her eyes as she tried to hold her dog back. “Hello, darling, please come in. What a week we’ve had. We need you so.”

“Wow, looks like Sydney is ready to work!” Cora laughed as she struggled to get in the door and past the cheerfully lunging dog. “What’s going on with you guys?”

“Let’s chat a bit. Please come in.”

Cora followed Fran down the hall. From the outside, Fran’s home looked as stately and old-fashioned as the rest of the neighboring homes, but the inside was a revelation. Her take on interior design matched her sartorial sense; her home had a severe minimalist edge softened by the light pouring from the huge glass walls in the rear of the house. Sparsely furnished homes usually made Cora nervous—one misplaced paper made them messy—but Fran’s managed to walk the line between museum-like and inviting.

“Darling, the things we worked on last week in class are amazing! Sydney knows how to sit when I ask, and he comes running when I call him. I couldn’t be more pleased.”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming . . .”

“But”—Fran cocked an eyebrow, dipped her glasses, and paused dramatically—“his front door etiquette is an embarrassment, as you just saw. I had a little cocktail party here over the weekend, and Sydney was the worst host. He jumped on everyone when they walked in the door.” Fran placed her hand on her chest. “I died. This has to stop, you understand.”

“Totally. Jumping up makes me nutty, too, because I’m normally on the receiving end. But remember, jumping up on people is rewarding for dogs . . . it feels good to vent some of that energy and make contact with us. You’re going to have to work hard at this one, and give it plenty of time to sink in.”

“How much time? Because I’m hosting my book club on Thursday, darling.”

“Very cool! What are you reading?”

“Nothing! We call it a book club, but it’s really just a bunch of saucy middle-aged ladies who like to sit around and drink. I’d invite you, but you’re about thirty years too young. Call me when you have your first hot flash.”

Cora laughed. “I can guarantee that Sydney won’t be perfect in time for your book club, but I do have a quick trick for you.”

Cora grabbed a thin cotton leash from her bag while Sydney danced at her feet. She opened a nearby closet door and looped the leash on the inside doorknob. She held the leash then shut the door on it, grasping the clasp end in her hand.

“I think I see where this is going. I love it!”

“Remember the arm-cross sit I showed you last week? This is where we’re going to use it. You’ll leash Sydney before you let people in, and then lead them over to him and practice some arm-cross sits.” The arm-cross sit was Cora’s magic bullet, a way to clearly signal to the dog that he needed to sit no matter how distracting the environment. “Do you mind if I blog about this?”

“Be my guest. I’m ready for Sydney to become an Internet celebrity so I can retire in style.”

Cora pulled her phone out of her back pocket and started snapping photos of Sydney on the tether. Her semisecret blog was a lightly trafficked photo-heavy diary of her work with her clients’ dogs, solutions to typical training challenges, stories about the foster dogs that passed through her home, and frequent tirades about Ershovich’s highly publicized but highly harmful techniques. Since she needed anonymity to speak her mind, her brother Josh had helped her to set it up so that readers would have to dig deep to discover her identity or location, and her profile photo on the site showed only Fritz’s paws. She’d named it ChienParfait.com (“perfect dog”) as a joke, acknowledging that many of the dogs she worked with were far from textbook, but in their own way each was perfect.

Fran watched Cora as she snapped a few photos of Sydney on the tether. “You need to write a book. This is so simple, but of course I never would have thought of it!”

“A book? Seriously? It’s never crossed my mind. Maybe someday.” Cora considered Wade’s audition e-mail. First a TV show, now a book? Cora mused. Who do they think I am?

“Write something. The world needs a sane training voice out there. You’d find your audience, I’m sure of it. And the press would go bonkers for those Botticelli curls and green eyes, so you’d have no problem promoting it. You’ll be a hit, darling!”

Cora started to speak, but Fran was on a roll.

“I despise that Ershovich guy. Emphasis on the ‘dick’ in ‘dictator,’ if you ask me. I tried reading his first book and I didn’t learn a thing, all he did was brag. And his show is ridiculous. He seems so angry at those poor dogs.” Fran waved her hand above her head, as if shooing away a bug. “If you ever decide to write something other than your blog, keep me posted. I know people.”

Everyone in DC “knew people.” Even though Cora was curious, she knew better than to ask what people did for a living. It was too early in their relationship, and she made a practice of not prying into her clients’ lives. If they wanted to tell her about their jobs, families, or hobbies, she was an eager listener, but she never asked people what they did when they weren’t training their dogs. Working with people in their homes was an intimate business, and Cora did everything in her power to keep the relationships professional until invited to do otherwise. Cora wasn’t sure what Fran did for a living, but she could tell that whatever it was, she did it well.

“That’s really nice of you—thanks, Fran.” She quickly changed the subject, ever the timekeeper, so her clients got their money’s worth. “Have you been outside today? We’ve got a great day for leash walking, so let’s get suited up and get out there.”



FOUR



“Oh my God, I have to fart!” Maggie whispered. “Why do I always get gas right before Bikram? It’s like farting in a Crock-Pot.”

Cora stifled a giggle as they entered the yoga room that evening, which was already a few degrees warmer than the rest of the gym and had a permanent fermented odor. She was still trying to appreciate the benefits of yoga, but the “quiet mind” aspect escaped her. The only time Cora could ever recall having a quiet mind was as the anesthesia kicked in before her oral surgery. During class, she thought about her clients, particularly during Downward Dog. She thought about what she’d eaten that day, and how it might react in her stomach as she contorted herself. She thought about Fritz. She thought about her workout outfit and wondered if her black spandex pants stretched out and became transparent when she bent over, like the pants on the woman in front of her. She was happy she wore a thong, just in case.

“This isn’t about competition,” Ravi, the instructor, murmured each week at exactly the same point during the hour, when heels were touching the ground and asses were pointing to the ceiling.

Thank God, Cora thought in response. I’d be in last place.

“Now let’s just . . . hang out in the pose for a while,” Ravi intoned as he effortlessly flowed into Tadasana.

Hang out. Cora had come to hate the expression. No one dated, it was all “hanging out.” She glanced over at the perfectly pretzeled Maggie, who was the queen of “hanging out,” expertly juggling no fewer than three men at a time. Cora—who was hoping for something more than hanging—envied her friend’s casual attitude toward dating. “There’s enough of me to go around,” she’d wink and say with a Mae West accent when Cora asked.

Cora attempted Eagle pose, wrapping one leg around the other like a twist tie, but the sweat dripping down the back of her calf made her foot slip off her supporting leg. She landed awkwardly as her sweaty foot hit the ground.

“Sorry! Sorry!” she whispered to the rest of the class. Her spills were so predictable that no one even bothered to look at her when the inevitable crash came. Maggie kept her eyes closed but choked back a giggle.

Even after Cora had started to recover from the blindsiding breakup with Aaron, she kept herself in dating sabbatical mode. His timing had been cinematically awful, at the end of a spur-of-the-moment getaway to Paris, Cora’s third trip and Aaron’s first, a trip that Cora had been calling their “engagi-moon” to anyone who would listen. Though Cora’d worked hard to help the city bewitch him—plying him with buttery croissants, taking him to the Pont Neuf at night, and initiating sex the moment they got back to their room no matter how tired she was—he’d been sullen and withdrawn the entire time. His sudden confession on the flight back that he didn’t want to be married, full stop, no prologue or epilogue, left her questioning everything she thought she knew about love.

She could recall the rest of that flight like a highlight reel. Clawing off her seat belt and running to the bathroom, feeling like she was going to vomit. Trying to pry the ring off her finger so violently that she drew blood. She’d rinsed the trail of red off and dangled the ring from the tip of her finger over the toilet bowl, letting it sway back and forth just centimeters from a sky-high grave. Any turbulence would’ve done the job for her, but fate wasn’t on her side.

When she’d emerged from the bathroom a flight attendant saw her tear-streaked, blotchy face and rushed her back to the galley for a dose of sisterhood and a shot of tequila. With a crew’s worth of pep talks and a blanket from first class draped around her shoulders, she’d walked back to her seat next to Aaron with her chin high and refused to look at him for the remainder of the flight. She knew he could see right through her bravado, but she didn’t care. She refused to show him any weakness.

Aaron never told Cora exactly what had happened to bring him to that conclusion, so she was forced to try to find the facts hidden within his platitudes—it’s not you it’s me, we’re different people, you need things I can’t provide—and map out her own version of their relationship implosion. Every possibility left her feeling like damaged goods.

It took her a long time to feel ready to put herself out there again. Her self-imposed dry spell was good for her brain and her bank account—it allowed her to focus on building her business and kept her too busy to worry about distractions like Tinder and Facebook stalking. Now, though, she was ready to dip her toe in the dating pool again. Her bed was starting to feel too big.

Cora glanced around the yoga room. No comers in Bikram, that’s for sure, she thought. The gray-haired ponytail guy was a creepy close-talker who hugged without invitation. The decent-looking guy two rows ahead of her always wore Lycra bike shorts and a tight racer-back tank top. She didn’t care how normal he seemed during their brief chats before class. She just couldn’t come to terms with a guy who willingly exposed the outline of his package to everyone in the gym each week. Besides, it wasn’t that impressive of an outline. The one gorgeous, yoga-chiseled, suitably attired guy in class? (Shorts of a respectable length every week.) Perfect, but gay.

Corpse pose. Finally. Savasana, Cora’s favorite position. She couldn’t quite master Balancing Stick pose, but she could lie on the ground, palms upturned, with the best yogis in the world.

“Namaste, people. See you next time.” Ravi bowed to the class. Cora didn’t even bother thinking impure thoughts about Ravi, he of romance-novel hair, tan skin, and perfect physique. There was the unwritten yoga instructor’s code about not dating students, and then there was the problem of Ravi’s stunning spin instructor girlfriend. Cora wasn’t a poacher.

Charming Charlie Gill flitted into consciousness. Off-limits, Cora reminded herself.

“Hey, sweaty Betty,” Maggie called to Cora, still resting on the floor. “I’m going out to get a smoothie with Gym Jack from the front desk.”

“You mean Gym ‘Jake’ from the front desk?”

“Jack, Jake—close enough.” Maggie shrugged. “Wanna come?”

“I’d love to be your third wheel but I’ve got to get home and let Fritzie out.” Cora was timepiece precise about walking her dog.

“Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow? Maggie—you’re all gross from class! Are you serious?”

“I’m sure he has a shower. Besides, getting clean is half the fun!” Maggie gave a little cheerleader kick and headed for the front desk, where Jake watched with a mooney expression on his face. Maggie hoisted herself up on the counter and planted a kiss on his cheek.

Hurricane Maggie strikes again, Cora thought.

She zipped up her hoodie and headed out to the street. Their gym was a bargain basement cement box in a seedy part of town, but the instructors were excellent, and Cora didn’t need bells and whistles like Olympic-size pools and racquetball. She couldn’t bear the thought of putting on makeup and fancy outfits just to work up a sweat.

The spring air was cooler in the darkness. She pulled the hood from her sweatshirt up onto her head.

“Hey, Red Riding Hood! Hey, girl!”

Cora looked around to see local eccentric Joe-Elvis emerge from an alley.

“Hey, Joe! Got a song for me tonight?”

A short, round African American of an indeterminate age, he knew every single Elvis song ever recorded, and could sing like a human jukebox when asked. He didn’t like to maintain eye contact, and he spoke with a slow, stilted delivery. No one knew where he lived—though he always wore a beat-up red windbreaker he didn’t seem homeless, since his jeans were always clean and had a grandma-approved seam ironed down the front.

“What do you wanna hear? It’s Friday night, where’s your man? And where’s my dog Fritz? Are you lonesome tonight?” He swayed back and forth as he talked.

“You must be psychic. I’d love to hear that song.”

Joe paused to slip into character. He adjusted his stance to mirror the King’s famous pose, lifted one arm in the air and sang the first chorus with conviction. He held his pose, and then peered at Cora out of the corner of his eye.

“I loved it—that was great!” She burst into applause, ignoring the people staring at the strange tableau as they passed by.

“Thank you, thankyouverymuch,” he replied, still in character. Joe spotted a dark figure walking toward them briskly with two dogs and dropped his pose. “Hey,” he called out to the man. “Hey, I like your dogs. Can I pet them? Yo, can I pet your dogs?”

The man slowed and pulled off his headphones, an angry expression on his face. “What did you say about my dogs?”

Cora sensed the misunderstanding before Joe did. “We just want to pet your handsome dogs. Is that okay?”

The man relaxed. “Oh, sure.”

The muscular steel-gray pit bull and tiny Chihuahua wagged their tails and marched in place, eager for some attention. “Nobody loves dogs more than me. ’Cept maybe her.” Joe hooked his finger toward Cora. “Her boy Fritz looks like this big guy.” Joe knelt between them and placed a hand on each, and the pit bull rolled onto his back on the sidewalk so Joe could scratch his belly.

“Lookit my big tough guy,” the man said ruefully. “You a killer, huh? Pepito is tougher than you, Beefy.”

Cora laughed. “They’re quite a duo. Do they like each other?”

“Like?” The man shook his head. “These two are in love. Brothers from different mothers. They do everything together.”

Cora thought of Fritz home alone and felt a pang.

“Allrighty, boys. Let’s roll,” the man said to his dogs.

“Thank you!” Joe called after the trio as they walked away. He stood up and brushed off his knees. “Bye, girl, see you next time.”

Cora had told Joe her name dozens of times but he never remembered it. “Bye, Joe, see you soon.”

Cora arrived home to find Fritz curled up on the floor near the door. He had three beds scattered throughout the small apartment, but he slept in them only when she was home. Otherwise he took up the uncomfortable post near the door until Cora came back.

He woke immediately as she came in but took his time stretching into his own Downward Dog before he walked over to greet Cora. At eight years old, Fritz was starting to slow down, and his mellowed greetings were a depressing reminder that her best friend wasn’t going to live forever.

Cora had adopted Fritz from the Humane Rescue Alliance when he was a rangy teenager, her first dog as a grown-up. She’d wanted to rename him Cooper to honor the dog that had inspired her canine career, but she worried that she’d be reminded of that dog’s sad life every time she said his name. There were other ways to remember Cooper. To make sure that no other dogs ended up like him.

Fritz had been underweight from his time on the streets, and his brindle-and-white coat was dull and thin. He had a jaunty patch over his right eye that made him look a little like Petey from Our Gang. He’d been at the shelter for a month, and the environment was clearly taking a toll. When people came near his pen he responded by joyfully leaping up and down with an off-putting fervor. The card attached to the front of his pen described him as a stray with a “big personality,” shelter code for “out of control.” The combination of his square, pit bull face, athletic frame, and wild behavior all but guaranteed him a long stay at the Alliance. Cora fell in love the moment she saw him.

Core knelt by the door in front of Fritz and gentled him closer so that they were face-to-face. She cupped her hands behind his ears and leaned her forehead against his. They meditated together in silence for a few moments, each saying their own little prayer of thanksgiving for the other.

“Mon amour, mon amour,” she sang to him under her breath. “Tu es parfait. There’s no way I’m lonesome tonight because I’ve got you. Let’s walk, baby dog.”



FIVE



Cora detoured to Politics & Prose after she finished with her rainy Saturday clients, soaked shoes and growling belly temporarily ignored. Time to stop thinking about thinking about the audition e-mail and actually do something about it. She wasn’t ready to make any bold moves yet, but if she could find a book that would convince her that auditioning was easy and fun, and that anyone could do it, then maybe she could take the next step. She felt like she needed a sign.

She navigated the shop’s narrow aisles, not sure what she was looking for. She passed an Ershovich endcap featuring his best seller and felt like his smug face was mocking her for even thinking about auditioning. How could she go head-to-head with a powerhouse like Ershovich?

But the details in the e-mail attachment that Wade had forwarded intrigued her. The program was going to feature dog-friendly techniques only and use spy camera footage to show what goes on in the typical household after the trainer leaves for the day. Cora often wished she could see what her clients were doing after she headed out at the end of a session. She could tell when people skipped their homework or practiced an exercise the wrong way for an entire week until she came back and worked on it with them. She could envision the spy cam footage of people on the show making typical mistakes, and a funny sports guy voice-over doing a play-by-play of what they should be doing instead, complete with corrective red ink on the screen. This sounds different, Cora thought when she reread the e-mail. This isn’t a heavy-handed dictator forcing dogs into submission while the owners stand by applauding. It’s a collaboration between the pet parents and the trainer, which is more realistic. Maybe I could be the person they need.
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“A witty celebration of dogs, romance, and taking chances.”
—STACEY BALLIS, author of How to Change a Life and Wedding Girl
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