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For Larry—who has inspired me every day with his
passion for public service and his love of books


More strange than true: I never may believe

These antique fables, nor these fairy toys.

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend

More than cool reason ever comprehends.

The lunatic, the lover and the poet

Are of imagination all compact:

One sees more devils than vast hell can hold,

That is, the madman: the lover, all as frantic,

Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt:

The poet’s eye, in fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

Such tricks hath strong imagination,

That if it would but apprehend some joy,

It comprehends some bringer of that joy;

Or in the night, imagining some fear,

How easy is a bush supposed a bear!

—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, V.1


Though I am old with wandering

Through hollow lands and hilly lands,

I will find out where she has gone,

And kiss her lips and take her hands;

And walk among long dappled grass,

And pluck till time and times are done

The silver apples of the moon,

The golden apples of the sun.

—William Butler Yeats, “The Song of Wandering Aengus”
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More Strange Than True


One

JEWELL BLINKED hard and the room came into focus. The soft lights, the plush leather upholstery, the voices of the other patrons talking over the background music. She looked up and there was Melody Ramirez, her best friend since childhood, and Melody’s boyfriend, Bobby Fellowes, owner of the fine establishment in which they now found themselves. She tried to concentrate on the conversation. The two of them yammered away, obviously trying to distract her from her own thoughts, but they might as well have been speaking Chinese. Everything since the end of her father’s memorial was blurry and soft around the edges.

“The service was beautiful,” Melody said.

“Thanks.” Jewell looked at her friend. How often, since her father’s death late last spring, had Melody been there for her—ten, twenty, a hundred times? Gratitude was an inadequate word.

Bobby wrapped his arm around Melody’s shoulder and smiled at Jewell. It was no wonder that Melody was crazy about this guy. All that South Philly charm. He could be a prankster and a bit of an ass, but when he looked you in the eye and smiled, something shifted. Whatever your burden, it just felt a little lighter somehow. Jewell couldn’t explain it, but right now, she was grateful for whatever that was, too.

“It was great seeing all of Dad’s old friends again,” Jewell said.

“Especially hearing them play,” Melody said. “Remember when your dad used to sneak us into the clubs when we were kids? I felt like such a grownup.”

“If Mom had been around, he wouldn’t have gotten away with that.”

“No, I guess not,” Melody said leaning into Bobby. They were so comfortable with each other. Jewell sighed a little.

“Those cats could play,” Bobby said.

Jewell laughed. “Cats. I haven’t heard anyone say that in a long time.”

“It’s so old school. I love it,” Melody said.

Jewell propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand. “Dad loved playing at that church.”

“I’ve never been there before,” Bobby said. “It was incredible.”

“Those stations of the cross make you feel pretty humble.” Jewell let her gaze wander over Melody’s shoulder and out the smoked glass picture window at the front of the restaurant.

Melody reached across the table and squeezed Jewell’s hand. “You made your dad really happy today.”

“I think it made his friends feel better to get together and remember him.” She blinked hard again and did her best to muster up a smile. “And me too, of course.”

“Hey,” Bobby said. “How about I get us something to eat.”

Jewell looked down at her watch. “I kind of thought Simon would be here by now.”

“I was surprised he wasn’t at the service.” Melody cast her eyes sideways at Bobby but said nothing.

Jewell shrugged. “Said he had a client meeting.” She leaned back in her seat. “I don’t know. He doesn’t really like jazz.”

“That’s hardly the point, right?” Bobby said.

“He came to Dad’s funeral, and he’d never even met him.”

“Well that was big of him,” Bobby said. Melody shot him another look.

“Not today, okay?” Jewell said.

“Okay,” Bobby said.

Melody’s face was so full of sympathy Jewell wasn’t sure she could take it. She focused on the scene outside the window. Busy Center City dwellers hustling home, heads down, determined to get to their destinations. Soon the restaurant would be full. Puck’s Place was Bobby’s most recent venture and as popular as all his other restaurants. He’d offered to host the memorial, to shut the restaurant down, but Jewell had told him no. The Church of the Advocate had been a special place for her father, and she couldn’t imagine having the service anywhere else. Her parents had been married there. Her father had done outreach community music workshops there. As a professor of jazz studies at Temple University, he’d dragged his students along, too. He wanted them to understand the history of the church that stood just blocks from the university and its place in the civil rights movement. It would have been wrong to have his memorial anywhere else.

Her father had wanted his funeral to be simple and quiet, and then, a few months later, he told Jewell she could have a memorial service if she wanted to—and not because he felt like there was any great reason to eulogize him. He’d explained that he liked the idea of knowing his friends, bandmates, and students were getting together one final time to make music. When he’d spoken to her about it, he’d laughed. “You tell Charlie he better bring his flute, because I won’t be there to play the solo on Spain.” There was still some mischief in his eyes despite the chemo. “Tell him I’m going to write it into my will, and if he fucks it up, I’ll haunt him forever.” Jewell had followed his instructions without variation, and Charlie begrudgingly arrived at the service with both his sax and his flute. She’d done everything her father had wanted and now she sat here with Melody and Bobby in Bobby’s shiny new restaurant waiting for her boyfriend Simon who said he couldn’t be bothered to take a day off. She glanced at her watch again and then checked her phone.

“Maybe he’s stuck in traffic?” Melody said.

“From 15th and Market?” Jewell’s voice sounded harsher than she intended.

Bobby reached across the table and patted her arm. “You need a drink.”

“No, really.” Jewell shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

“You just spent the afternoon memorializing your father. You don’t have to apologize to us.”

“Simon should be here,” Melody said, her eyes narrow accusations.

“Mel, please,” Jewell said.

“Okay, okay.” She hooked her arm through Bobby’s and pulled him close. “I just think you deserve someone who treats you like a queen.”

“I don’t want to be anyone’s queen. Simon is probably just hung up at work.” Jewell glanced at her phone, but there were no messages. He wasn’t that late, was he? She sent him a text:

Are you coming?

She set her phone on the table.

Bobby waved his hand and a waiter seemed to appear from nowhere. “We need a round of drinks,” he said making a circular motion around the table. “You know what we like.” Jewell started to protest, but he held his finger to his lips, silencing her. “The perks of owning your own place. All I have to do is snap my fingers.”

And there was that grin again. Jewell felt the tension in her shoulders ease, and she settled back into her chair. The waiter arrived and set different drinks down in front of each of them. “A Paloma for you,” she said. And of course, that was exactly what Jewell wanted but hadn’t known. She started to ask Bobby what his secret was when her phone buzzed and skittered across the table. She blinked hard at the text:

its not u its me, babe.

“Is it Simon?” Melody asked.

Jewell nodded. She typed back:

What are you talking about? Where are you? We’re waiting.

[image: images] cant do this in person dont wanna c u cry

?? Where r u?

not coming - in AC [image: images] lol dont h8 me 2 much

Hate you? What’s going on?

“Is everything okay?” Melody said.

Jewell shook her head. “No. He said he’s in Atlantic City. I think Simon is breaking up with me.” She typed:

Are you breaking up with me?

“What?” Melody said. “I thought you said he had clients.”

“That’s what he told me.” Jewell gulped her cocktail as more text scrolled across her phone.

Simon:

2 much [image: images] so little time [image: images]

Jewell’s chest tightened. She typed:

What??? ARE YOU SERIOUS!

“Oh my god,” she said looking back and forth between Bobby and Melody. She leaned back over her phone and typed:

Do you even know what day this is?

His response was swift:

shit my bad memorial right? ima dick for sure but im honest

I can’t believe this - what is wrong with you?

i appreciate u, but cant be with you.[image: images]

[image: images]

guess this means u dont wanna be friends?

let me spell it out: HELL NO!!!

ok - [image: images]

“You look like you want to kill someone,” Melody said.

Jewell slammed her phone down and gave it the finger. She looked up and saw a woman at the next table over scowling at her. “What?” she said.

“Hey, Jewell, go easy,” Bobby said. “These people pay my mortgage.”

“Sorry,” she mouthed. The woman turned back around.

“Are you okay?” Melody asked leaning across the table.

“Not really.” She looked down at the phone. ima dick stared back at her outlined in a bright blue bubble. He was a dick. And lazy. But she’d thought he’d been her boyfriend, or if not her boyfriend then at least someone to whom she’d meant more than a text message where he couldn’t even be bothered to, what, spell out all the words? He’d managed to spell out pussy, she thought with an audible grunt. Typical. Today of all days. What was wrong with him? “Simon just broke up with me.”

“When?” Melody leaned forward like she was hard of hearing. She did this a lot. Sometimes it annoyed Jewell, but now it just seemed funny. Or maybe Jewell didn’t know what else to do except laugh, or half laugh, or whatever it was that she was doing now.

“Just now. Via text. And I quote, ‘too much pussy, so little time.’ Although he used the taco emoji. I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.”

“Are you kidding? What an asshole!” Bobby said.

“I know. Right?” She took a long gulp of her drink. She wanted to slam the empty glass on the table, but somehow it was still half full. “Honestly. Is it me? Is there something wrong with me?”

“No way,” Bobby said. “J.J., you’re the best. That guy is a turd with a capital T.”

“You deserve better, Jewell,” Melody said.

Jewell’s eyes filled with tears. “I do deserve better. Seriously. What the hell.” Her voice was a terse whisper. And the thing that made her the maddest: this is what had made her cry. She’d managed to keep it together all day long. Until now.

Melody shook her head.

“I mean, what did I do?” Jewell said. “I just saw him a couple of days ago. He seemed fine. Maybe a little preoccupied, but not too preoccupied to spend the night.”

Melody muttered. “Ese cabrón, hijo de puta.”

“You got that right,” Bobby said.

“What is my problem, Mel? Why do I keep attracting such douchebags?” She took another drink of her cocktail. “I’m a good person, right? I’m not a supermodel, but I’m okay. No one’s ever complained about my skills in the sack.” She took a deep breath. Suddenly all the luxuriousness surrounding her made her feel sad. Sadder even than she had felt before, if that was possible. “I must be doing something wrong,” she said. “Putting out a douche-magnet vibe. Who breaks up with someone on the day of their father’s memorial service?”

Melody shook her head. “It’s not you, J. It’s them. Men are dogs. All except for my Bobby, of course.” She gave Bobby a little squeeze.

“Of course.” She lifted her chin in Bobby’s direction. “Bobby’s the best. Who doesn’t love Bobby?” Jewell rubbed her eyes.

“Wait!” Melody grabbed Jewell’s hand, trying to stop her. “Too late.” She dug in her purse and pulled out a wet nap. “Here,” she said. “You look like a raccoon.”

“Thanks,” Jewell said. She dabbed the area around her eyes and looked up at Melody.

“You’re good,” Melody said inspecting her face with intensity.

“This is what I get. He was too damned good looking.” She waved the mascara smeared wet nap for emphasis. “I should have known he’d be a hound.”

“There’s always Alan,” Melody said almost under her breath.

“Who’s Alan?” Bobby said.

“My previous ex.” Jewell folded her arms. Why did Melody always have to bring him up?

“Didn’t he call you the other day?”

“Yes. Because he’d seen the notice about the memorial in the Inquirer. It was nothing.”

“I just don’t see why you can’t forgive him. He’s trying so hard to be your friend.”

“He only wants to be my friend because Cynthia dumped him.” Jewell pressed her lips together. “Simon was right. At least he was honest.”

Melody sighed, which she also did a lot, and this time it did annoy her.

“I’m sorry Mel, but I really do not want to talk about Simon or Alan. You’re right. Men are dogs.” She reached for her phone and threw it into her purse. “No. You know what? They’re worse than dogs. My dog is totally loyal to me. He doesn’t cheat, or send me shitty text messages, or try to pretend to be my friend when all he really wants is to not feel guilty about being an asshole.” She pushed her chair back and stood to leave. “I need to go home.”

Melody reached for her hand and got her to sit back down. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have brought up Alan. I don’t know why I thought that might make you feel better. He’s not a bad guy, just not the guy for you.”

“You are correct, friend. He is not the guy for me. I’m going to go home, open a bottle of wine, and spend some time with the only male in my life who seems to actually give a shit about how I feel.”

“Hey,” Bobby said.

“Present company excluded, of course.”

“Listen, I had planned a great meal for us. I wanted you to try one of my new dishes. Linguine ai funghi incantati. You like mushrooms, don’t you?”

“Sure.”

Bobby smiled and nodded waving his hands like an old Italian grandmother. “Good. I mean Craig LeBan of The Philadelphia Inquirer says my mushroom dishes are magical.”

“Who am I to argue with Craig LeBan?”

“Good. So, you’ll stay. Screw that Simon.”

Jewell shook her head. “That’s really nice, but Oberon’s been cooped up in my apartment all day. Plus, I kind of think I’m done.” She paused, trying to decide if she should say what she wanted to. “I just wanted this day to be about my dad and now . . .”

Melody looked at Bobby. It was one of those do something looks. “Well, the kitchen has already started working on dinner. Let me go wrap something up for you. Something delicious. With mushrooms. That way, at least you won’t have to worry about cooking.”

She stood to go. “It’s okay, Bobby, really, I—”

Bobby pointed his finger at her and lowered his hand. “Stay put,” he said. She sat back down. “I’m not letting you leave here without something to eat.” He gestured to the table. “You’ve hardly touched your drink. Relax for a minute. I’ll be right back.” He didn’t wait for her to answer but disappeared into the kitchen.

Jewell stared at the sweating cocktail glass, which was now somehow full of bitter grapefruit juice and tequila. She lifted the glass and held it out to Melody. “Here’s to Dad,” she said. Melody clinked her glass.

“Don’t take this Simon business to heart, okay? You’ll find the right guy.”


Two

1.

JEWELL WALKED home from Puck’s Place, which was on Chestnut Street just off Independence Mall. She walked west, toward her building at 24th and Locust, carrying a full bag of takeout. On any other day, Jewell would have enjoyed taking the long walk home to her apartment. The afternoon was brisk. That’s what her father would have termed it. Brisk. The midwinter sun hung low, setting the city blocks aglow with warm amber light, but the air was crisp with the promise of spring.

She was 33, too old to be dating men who acted like they were still in college. Most of her friends were married, had children, or were thinking about children. Melody had Bobby, who despite his penchant for practical jokes loved her desperately. Anyone who spent any time with them could see they were magic. And why not? Melody was brilliant—had a PhD in cellular biology—and she was beautiful and funny. But more than that she was probably the kindest person Jewell had ever known. It was this kindness that seemed to fuel Bobby’s affection. Jewell was no shrink, but suspected Bobby had been hurt deeply. Maybe all his joking and charm was a cover, but whatever the reason their relationship was rock solid. They had each other. The thought almost made her cry.

What did she have? She had her job. She’d worked hard to become a respected member of her firm and enjoyed her work as an environmental engineer, but the invitation to be a partner or run her own office hadn’t come. Numbers, formulas, science were where she shined, but she suspected that some of the men in her office would be more comfortable if she was the one getting the coffee, not supervising toxic cleanups. She made a comfortable living and enjoyed her work, but her job was a place to put her hard-earned skills to use, practice her patience, and collect a paycheck.

Since her father had died, one of the few things that had brought her happiness was her dog, Oberon. In the winter, the late afternoon sun filled her living room. She and Oberon often fell asleep on the couch, both basking in the slant of light as it streamed in through her apartment windows. She should probably feel embarrassed about that, but she didn’t.

She needed to get her act together. Simon hadn’t been her husband and she’d been dumped before. That wasn’t it. She clenched her fists. Why couldn’t Simon just let today be about her dad? “Asshole,” she muttered.

If only she could be more like her father. He’d managed to pick up the pieces of his life after her mother died. He’d never married again but had still found a way to be happy. “Your mother would come back and wreck me,” he’d said to her more than once. “We have to make this life count.”

She looked down at her watch and picked up her pace. Oberon would be in desperate need of a walk by now. She’d bring him to the dog park, let him run around a little bit. That might make them both feel better.

A few minutes later Jewell was slipping her key in the lock. She could hear Oberon pacing on the other side of the door, his nails clicking on the hardwood floor. As she pushed open the door, she bent down to greet him, dropping her purse and the takeout bag on the floor. She grabbed him by the ears and let him lick her face furiously. “How’s my buddy?” she said as if she were talking to a small child. “Did you miss me? Who’s my stinky-winky?” She stood and gathered up the take-out. “Just let me put this away and we’ll go to the you-know-where.” Oberon wagged his tail so hard the whole back half of his body shook from side to side. Jewell stowed the food in the fridge and hooked the leash to Oberon’s collar. “Come on buddy,” she said. “Let’s go for a walk!” Oberon let out a short bark that said, “Okay!”

2.

After their short walk to the dog park, Jewell guided Oberon through the gate and closed it behind her. As the sun set, the temperature dropped. Oberon didn’t seem to care. He strained against the leash, itching to be let loose with the other dogs. Normally, she would have tugged the leash, made him heel, but not today. She laughed as she set him free and watched him chase after a bull terrier who raced around the benches and down to the other end of the dog run. Jewell wrapped the leash around her wrist and parked herself on the far bench away from the other dog owners. From her seat she could see the river. The sun’s rays slanted over the top of 30th Street Station, and shafts of light hit the river in golden glimmering arcs. Around her, children squealed on the playground, young mothers pushed baby strollers, hardy cyclists were coming in from their evening rides. Maybe she should get a bike, join a group.

She pulled her wool coat in around her. She’d actually liked Simon—or maybe she was only telling herself that now to confirm what a lousy judge of character she was. She was always so easily swayed by good looks and the promise of good sex. A promise rarely fulfilled. Simon had been attractive, but he hadn’t been much of a conversationalist. He didn’t read. Well, that wasn’t true. He read comics and Yahoo sports. Because he was such a comics fan, she’d convinced him to go to a special illustrators’ exhibit at the art museum. That had been fun.

Melody always teased her about being a book nerd. She read everything from Shakespeare to N. K. Jemisin. She’d inherited her father’s love of jazz and his extensive vinyl collection. One of these days she’d meet a guy who liked these things too and wasn’t a dick. She bit her lip and blinked into the setting sun.

Her dad would have known exactly what to say to her. She thought about how, after her mother died, her dad would sneak her and Melody in the club with him. The two of them, friends since fourth grade, would sit in the back, drinking Shirley Temples and trying not to choke on cigarette smoke. They knew all the tunes, mouthing along to “God Bless the Child” and “A Foggy Day in London Town.” She knew that nothing would have made her father happier than to see her follow in his footsteps, and she tried. She took piano lessons and learned to play the saxophone, but it had been her physics class that got her out of bed in the morning. Her proudest high school moment came when she clinched the district mathlete title for Central High School.

She sighed. This was some pity-party she was throwing herself. Steady girl. Simon was not worth going off the deep end.

“Mind if I sit here?”

She looked up. Why was it, with all the benches in the park, this guy just had to sit next to her? “Oh, sure. It’s a public bench, right?”

The man nodded. “Hi. My name’s Steve,” he said and extended his hand. “Steve Munroe.”

Jewell gave him a half smile and clasped his hand. “Jewell,” she said. She did not see the need to tell him her last name.

“Come here often, Jewell?”

She lowered her chin and looked at him over her glasses. “Really?”

He laughed. “Wow. I was not thinking at all.”

She shoved her hands deeper into her pockets and nodded toward the dogs with her chin. “Which one of these beasts is yours?”

Steve tucked his scarf into his jacket and sat down on the opposite end of the bench. “See that Pomeranian over there that has the husky mix backed into the corner?” He pointed to the two dogs at the far side of the run. Jewell nodded. “The husky is mine. His name is White Fang.”

Jewell smiled even though she didn’t want to. “Jack London.”

“Yes!” He turned to look at her and then back to the dogs. “But I call him chicken shit.”

“That’s not fair,” Jewell said with an exaggerated pout. “He’s beautiful.”

Steve smiled. “He is beautiful, but any little thing scares him. The wind blows the wrong way, and he hides under the bed. ‘Fang,’ I say to him. ‘It’s okay. It’s just a vacuum.’ ”

Jewell looked at Steve: Mid to late thirties probably, handsome in that slightly older male underwear model kind of way. He still had all his hair, an athletic build. He was a dog person—always a plus. And at least he’d heard of Jack London, which made him a literary genius compared to Simon, who thought Ernest Hemingway was the guy from the Cuervo Tequila commercials telling everyone to, “stay thirsty, my friends.” Simon had tolerated Oberon, but never really tried to bond with him. Oberon, who was normally a very friendly dog, never really bothered with Simon, either. That should have been her first clue. Always trust the dog. A labradoodle rushed past her, and she turned her attention back to the man at the end of the bench. “Poor baby. So, was he a rescue?”

“Kind of. I got him on Petfinder. They didn’t tell me that he’d been mistreated, but you never know.”

Jewell felt sad for this dog suddenly. “Maybe he just wants to be part of a pack. That Pomeranian should be with the small dogs, but she’s such a bully they won’t let her in.”

Steve nodded. “So, which one belongs to you?” he asked.

“I’ve got the standard poodle, over there, sniffing the bichon’s butt.”

“Ah, the old butt sniff.”

“I’m sure it tells them a lot.”

“Can you imagine sniffing someone’s butt instead of shaking their hand?” Jewell looked at Steve in the waning light. “Wow,” he said. “That was also a weird thing to say.”

Jewell shrugged. “Not that weird. If sniffing someone’s butt told me I could trust that person, I’d probably have a go. Could have saved myself a lot of trouble.”

“I see your point.”

For a while, they sat together on the bench and watched the dogs run around. Eventually, Oberon made his way over to her and set his head in her lap. She rubbed his ears and kissed the top of his curly head. “Steve, meet Oberon.”

Steve held out his hand, palm up and Oberon sniffed him skeptically, then nuzzled his palm. “Nice to meet you, Oberon. I’d introduce you to Fang, but he’d have a heart attack.” Steve patted Oberon, scratched behind his ear. The dog looked back at Jewell as if to ask, is it okay if I enjoy this? “He’s friendly,” Steve said. “That’s nice. Fang’s a good dog, but I wonder if living in the city is the problem. I bring him here to try to help him be more comfortable around other dogs and people. I make sure to get him plenty of exercise, but I’m not sure if I’m not making it worse.”

Jewell shook her head. “I thought huskies were super adaptable, but just wanted to run all the time.” She took a squishy ball from her pocket, showed it to Oberon and then threw it across the park. Oberon took off after the ball, loping easily. “Maybe Fang needs a doggie shrink.”

“Do they have such things?”

“I know a guy who’s a certified dog whisperer. He helped me train Oberon.” Jewell dug around in her purse for a pen and a slip of paper. All she could find was a business card, and she wasn’t ready to give her contact information to a guy she’d talked to for five minutes on a dog park bench. “Do you have a card or something?” she asked. “I can give you his email. The guy’s a genius.”

Steve reached into his jacket and pulled out his wallet. He handed Jewell two cards. “You can keep one,” he said. She nodded and wrote the trainer’s name and email on the back of the other card and handed it back to him. She slipped his card into her pocket without looking at it.

“Oberon. That’s Shakespeare, right? A Midsummer Night’s Dream?”

She nodded.

“What are the chances—two dogs with literary names?”

“Does seem like an unusual coincidence,” she said.

“You’re not a writer, are you?” He leaned forward, and Jewell couldn’t tell what kind of answer he was hoping for. She shook her head. “Afraid not,” she said. “Strictly a reader.”

He exhaled audibly. “Me too. I dated a writer once,” he paused. “I’ll leave it at that.”

She laughed. “So, what do you do besides terrify your dog with a vacuum?”

He had his hands deep in his pockets and his collar turned up. Jewell liked the cut of his jacket. “I’m an assistant curator at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.”

“Really? You didn’t have anything to do with the illustration exhibition, did you?”

He smiled and seemed to relax a little more. “Yes, actually. That was mine. Or at least partially mine.”

“I saw that exhibit with a—” She paused. “With a friend of mine. I thought it was wonderful.”

“Thanks,” he said. “What about you? What do you do?”

“I’m an engineer. Work for a consulting firm. I specialize in wastewater treatment and groundwater contamination.”

“Sounds very technical.”

She turned to him smiling. “Is that code for boring?”

“Not at all.” He raised his hands to his chest, in what seemed to Jewell a genuine gesture of sincerity. “More like code for way over my head.”

“Sometimes it is boring,” she said. “But mostly it is very technical.” She looked down at her watch. “Wow. I did not realize how late it was.”

“I hope it wasn’t anything I said.”

Jewell stood and gathered up Oberon’s leash. “Actually, it’s been very nice talking to you. It’s just that today may have been the longest day of my life.” She looked down at him with his close-cropped hair and his square chin, like some kind of hipster Clark Kent. Looks were always so misleading. “If I knew you better, I’d bore you with the details.”

“Fair enough,” he said. He seemed to be sizing her up too, but Jewell was afraid that Simon had permanently broken her instincts.

“Oberon, come!” she called. The dog snatched up the ball and sprinted across the dog run, stopping and sitting immediately at her feet.

“Impressive,” Steve said.

“I wish I could say it was my outstanding patience and skill, but poodles are very smart.” She rubbed under the dog’s chin and attached his leash. “Huskies are smart, too. You should call that guy. I’ll bet that Fang was mistreated as a puppy and you’ll just need to re-socialize him or something.”

“It’s nice that you’ve given Oberon his dignity. No goofy haircut.”

Jewell laughed. “That fancy show cut actually serves a specific purpose. Most people don’t know that poodles, especially the standard size, were bred as sport dogs. Breeders left those fluffy patches to protect their joints when the dogs were retrieving birds from cold water.”

She could feel Steve’s gaze appraise her before he spoke. “You seem to know a lot about dogs.”

She shook her head. “Not really. I’m home alone a lot on Saturday nights watching Nat Geo Wild with you know who.” She pointed to Oberon. “He thinks Dr. Pol is incredible!” She laughed at her own corny joke, too tired to be embarrassed.

“That surprises me.” He stood up, took a step closer to her. She could feel Oberon tense next to her and then relax.

“What?”

“That you’re home alone on a Saturday night.”

Maybe it was the way she sensed that Oberon had accepted this seemingly kind stranger, but before she could really think better of it, she’d started blurting out an invitation for coffee.

“Oh, hey,” Steve said taking a step back. “Wow, that did kind of sound like a come on.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. You seem super great. And your dog, he’s the best. But—”

What had she been thinking?

Steve held out his hand, palm up, as if to explain. “God. I’m an ass. I’m seeing someone right now. And I kind of just don’t want to be that guy. Although you make it tempting. Not that I—”

“Stop,” Jewell said. “It’s me. I seem to only date that guy.” She held out her hand and Steve shook it. “It was nice talking to you Steve.” She scratched Oberon’s head. “Time to go.”

“Listen I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay. We had this thing today for my dad, who died a few months ago, and then I got . . .” she started to tell him about Simon but changed her mind. “It’s just been a super shitty day. It was nice talking to you, though, and I’ve got your card. I’m sure I’ll see you and Fang around here again.”

“I’m sorry about your dad,” he said. “And I am going to call that guy.”

“Well.” She tapped her thigh and Oberon stood at her side. “Good luck.”

“It was nice to meet you, Jewell,” Steve said as she walked away.

She turned and looked over her shoulder. “You, too,” she said.

3.

Once she and Oberon got back to her apartment, she kicked off her boots and tossed her coat over the back of the sofa. Oberon waited patiently for her to unhook the leash. Once he was free, he headed into the kitchen for a drink of water. Jewell followed him in, moving from cupboard to counter, opening a small can of wet food and filling his bowl with dry, then topping off his water. “Now for me,” she said. “Thank you, Bobby.” She pulled the boxed-up food from the fridge and reheated it in the microwave. The aromas of sharp cheese and earthy mushrooms filled the kitchen. She was hungry. Starving in fact. Bobby had clearly out-done himself and that was something, given his standing as a chef. Along with the pasta, he’d packed her some beautiful bruschetta, the tomatoes and basil glistened. He’d also included an arugula salad dressed with a peppery vinaigrette. She placed the food on a tray, along with a large glass of oaky cabernet, and carried it out to the living room where she allowed herself to sink into the couch.

Oberon climbed up next to her, sniffing her plate before settling on the cushions next to her. He looked up at her expectantly, the shallow rim of the whites of his eyes making his glance seem mournful. “This is mine, pal,” she said. “You had your dinner.” He licked his chops in return. “Okay,” she said feeding him a cheesy mushroom. “This is no good,” she said, “feeding you people food.” She took a big twirl of the pasta and washed it down with an equally big gulp of wine. “Feeding myself this crazy fattening food.” She laughed. “What the hell—who cares?” She raised her glass. “Here’s to you, Dad!” Then she waved her glass toward Oberon. “And here’s to you, Oberon. To fidelity.” She set the glass down and picked up the remote, flicking through the channels before deciding on an episode of The Incredible Dr. Pol that she’d already seen. Why make a liar out of herself? She let her hand rest in Oberon’s soft curly-haired ears. The dog set his head on her thigh and let out a small sigh.

“We’re quite an exciting pair, aren’t we?”

He shifted his eyes up toward her face but didn’t move his head from underneath the tender stroke of her fingers. “That guy Steve seemed nice, didn’t he? So nice he didn’t want to cheat on his girlfriend.” Oberon moved his head closer to her lap, so that the top of his head was pressed against her ribs. “Think there might be another one of those out there for me? Probably not.” Oberon puffed an exhale out through his nose as if he might be trying to disagree with her, but knew it was pointless. She bent over and kissed the top of his head, gave his ears an extra rub. “You, my buddy
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