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Chapter 1

Meetings
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I’m gonna love you.

Clara Setzer

 

 

1

They arrived shortly after noon, with gear, a cooler, and a six-pack in tow. They planned to sail out to one of the islands in the lake and spend the afternoon fishing and soaking up the sun, then sail back. Roberts led the way since he was, in a sense, the host. He lived in a little yellow house on the outskirts of the Twin Cities, about an hour away. Graham had come up from Chicago to visit. The boat belonged to a third friend, but he had given them permission to use it.

The day was warm and clear, reaching a high of about seventy-five degrees, although the wind blew fifteen to twenty miles per hour with gusts into the midtwenties. The men knew how to operate the boat, but neither of them had sailed much. They had no idea that the breeze was too strong for the little flat-bottomed skiff bobbing on the water before them. They knew only that they had long looked forward to the excursion, and they were determined to make it happen.

They loaded up the boat and set off. The ride out had its moments, not scary so much as exhilarating, as the boat yawed to one side and water sprayed off the top of the waves. They reached the island in no time, dropped the sail, and rowed into a small public dock. Along the shore they caught sunnies and perch but the bass and walleye they were after could not be persuaded to bite. They ate the sandwiches they had brought. They drank the beer. The afternoon went quickly, and by the time they shoved off for home the sky was overcast and the light fading fast.

To their relief, the wind had abated slightly, but it was still blowing in the midteens with surprising gusts that felt even stronger because the temperature had dropped into the midfifties. They were dressed warmly and each knew how to swim, but the black lake water that splashed up felt even colder than the air.

The wind swirled and gusted, messing with them, alternately knocking them off course and slowing them down. They found some steadiness tracing the path of the shoreline, but eventually they had to clear a point of land and cross a patch of open water. The breeze pushed them hard toward the opposite shore, when suddenly the little boat shook. The sail wavered. The gunwale rose. The boat tipped, dumping both men in the water.

The coldness shocked them and grabbed their bodies, while the weight of their soaked clothing dragged them down. Graham stripped off his shirt and pulled for the surface. When he broke into night air he saw Roberts already swimming toward the shore. He began to swim, too. The coldness sucked the energy from him, and his arms soon grew weary. He lost track of where he was. His body went numb. When he pulled up his head the world blurred before him. He splashed and kicked but went nowhere. He felt himself sinking, giving up, when suddenly there were voices, hands on his body.

A homeowner who had been out walking his dog had heard the commotion and come running. He pulled Graham from the water. Graham gasped and sputtered and looked around, but there was no sign of Roberts. No one had seen him, and the lake sat dark and silent. He told the police everything he knew. Sometime around midnight the cops dragged the sailboat back to shore. At four A.M. they gave up the search, confirming what Graham had known in his heart for hours. His friend was dead.

Miles away, the little yellow house sat at the end of the block, nearly silent. There were no people inside, but the place was not empty. There were always dogs. So many dogs, coming and going. Sometimes chained in the yard, where they barked for hours during the afternoon or late into the night. The neighbors wondered about the dogs. They wondered about Roberts.

Now the man was gone, and inside the house two adult dogs sat in crates in the living room while in the garage six puppies chewed on the blankets and cardboard boxes spread on the floor. They were maybe six weeks old, brown-and-white bundles of energy with pink noses, droopy skin, and paws too big for their bodies. Full of curiosity and mischief, they played and ran, but their yips and barks had a different tone to them now. They carried an echo of hunger, a hint of desperation. No one had come to bring them food tonight or clean up after them. Could anyone hear them? Did anyone know they were there?

2

Andrew Yori got up off the couch and looked around the small dorm room that served as an on-duty office for resident assistants. There was not much else to the place—a small table with a computer on top and a few office chairs clustered around it. On the wall opposite the couch a TV sat on a stand. Andrew stretched and walked out.

It was September of 1998 and Andrew was in his first year as an RA at Saint Mary’s University of Minnesota, and he was still figuring out the routine. Once a week he would be condemned to the office from seven until eleven P.M., his only break the hourly patrols through the halls of the four-story building and the one connected to it, making sure peace reigned.

At least, he thought as he started his rounds, the office was on an all-female floor. The possibility of meeting someone made it a little more appealing. Although it wasn’t like he had time for much else in his life. He already played for the Saint Mary’s University of Minnesota soccer team, sang and played trumpet in the choir, helped found and played on the school’s club volleyball team, and majored in biology, which required him to take seventeen or eighteen credits a semester.

Also, this was his senior year, and he’d decided that it was time to get serious. He’d never been much of a partyer—during his first two years he’d drank maybe six beers total—but as a junior he’d shared a suite with a fellow soccer player and two other friends. He turned twenty-one during the year and found himself going out to bars. He dated, too. He had boyish good looks, with a strong jaw and soft hazel eyes, and little trouble attracting women. The relationships were casual, passing—frivolous might have been an overstatement but not by much.

This year he was stepping back from all of that. He wanted to finish strong, and he felt that as an RA he had to set an example. His plan included no more dating just for the sake of it. If he went out with someone this year it would have to be a serious girlfriend. Serious, that word again.

He reached the end of the hall and started up the stairs. When he entered the fourth-floor lounge he saw a guy he knew, another RA named Jason. They exchanged hellos. “This is my girlfriend, Clara,” Jason said, pointing to the woman sitting next to him. “Clara, this is Roo.”

Andrew waved. He saw the confused look in her eyes. “It’s Andrew,” he said, “but most people call me Roo.” They all chatted for a minute before he ducked back out of the room. It was a serious year, but she was seriously cute—tall and fit with long brown hair and a bright smile. She also had a serious boyfriend. Lucky guy, thought Roo.

He ran into her again a few days later—it rarely took long to cross paths with someone at Saint Mary’s, which had less than fourteen hundred undergrads. The encounter took place during his next RA shift. A group of the women who lived on the floor had gathered at the end of the hall, talking and hanging out. As Roo returned from his rounds he stopped to join the conversation. Clara was among them. She lived a few doors down from the RA office.

After that he saw her at the gym. When Roo had arrived at Saint Mary’s he was short and skinny, five foot six and about 115 pounds. He had skills, but he found himself getting pushed around on the soccer pitch, so he had embarked on a hard-core workout program. Over the years he’d added strength and muscle, thanks to almost-daily sessions at the weight room, and had grown to five foot nine.

Clara stood five foot eight herself and she was a jock, too. She played on the women’s basketball team as a freshman and would do so again during this, her sophomore year. She also ran cross-country, eventually giving up basketball to focus on track, becoming a standout performer in the heptathlon. She spent her share of time in the gym, too. They had experienced a glimmer of recognition upon that first introduction in the lounge, and they realized it came from having seen each other in the gym the previous year. But now they had been officially introduced and had an excuse to trade hellos at the gym before going on with their exercise.

Over the following weeks they continued to bump into each other, not only at the end-of-the-hallway bull sessions during Roo’s RA shift and at the gym but after soccer games, too. As part of her work-study job, Clara manned the scorer’s table at home matches. After the games the players and their families would often linger on the field talking. Clara would often hang around, too, and it was another opportunity for the two to interact.

“Hey,” he said to her on the pitch after one particularly tough win.

“Good game,” she replied.

“Actually,” he said, “I messed up a few times there in the second half. Coach kinda let me have it.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t really know.”

“Not a soccer fan?” he asked, kicking at the ground a little.

“I don’t get soccer,” she said. “It’s boring. Sorry.”

Roo laughed. “Well,” he said, “if I wasn’t playing I might feel that way, too.”

Pretty quickly the brief chats transformed into longer conversations. It was early October when Roo was sitting in the RA office watching TV and Clara materialized in the doorway. “Hey,” he said, wondering what she needed. Without saying anything back, she walked across the room, sat on the couch, and started watching along with him. After the initial surprise wore off, Roo reveled in this development. They had become, without question, friends. He wondered if they would ever become more than that.

Their Thursday-night TV sessions evolved into regular meetings, a chance to hang out together and talk. During commercials Roo learned about Clara’s life growing up in three different towns in Minnesota. She heard about his eventful childhood in northern Illinois. They bonded over a shared love of root beer. Sometimes they talked about big things—life, religion, the future.

She came and went. Stopped in for a few minutes, then left. Came back for a half hour, then went again. Sometimes she was alone. Other times friends came with her. It was life in a dorm, full of open doors, scattered interests, and fungible schedules. She didn’t seem to be able to stay away, and Roo looked forward to her arrivals.

Outside the little office the swing revival raged. Horn-filled bebop music and the accompanying hops and jives, dances from the thirties, forties, and fifties, had become cool again. A friend of Roo’s started a swing club, and he recruited Roo to come to the first meeting. When he showed up, he found Clara, sans Jason. She’d been recruited by the same friend. Although she hadn’t needed much convincing—her last name was Setzer, and she was a distant relative of Brian Setzer, the leader of the Brian Setzer Orchestra, one of the bands that sparked the trend, and she was determined to join the craze. Since they were each there unaccompanied, they jitterbugged and juked together.

Swing wasn’t the only thing, though. Clara wanted to brush up on ballroom, too. A local studio offered lessons, but Jason wasn’t any more inclined to take part, so Clara asked Roo if he would join her. Why not? They were good friends now and after the swing class she knew he could move. The pair spent six weeks waltzing and fox-trotting their way through the Minnesota winter.

As much as he tried not to, Roo developed feelings for Clara. He liked that, like him, she was into sports and music; she sang in the choir and for fun in the hallways with another girl who lived on the floor. That was another thing he liked about her—she was friends with everyone. She hung out with the jocks she knew from playing sports, but also the rocker girl who was never without her guitar and an Indigo Girls tune, the theater buffs, the girly girls. She had even quickly warmed to Roo’s friend Beaker, a skinny math major with thick glasses, a refrigerator full of Coke that he pounded all day and night, and negligible social skills. For Roo’s money, she was one of the best-looking girls on campus, but she didn’t have an ego and didn’t buy into anyone else’s. And she liked to get involved, join a team, learn to dance, perform in the school’s semiannual talent show.

Most of all, he liked the way they got along. They shared a vibe, a connection, and it was that feeling more than anything that made him think she might be attracted to him as well. They kept up their Thursday-night TV sessions. They continued to grow more relaxed and comfortable with each other. Clara even confided in Roo her reservations about Jason.

One night they sat on the floor in the hall, leaning against opposite walls. “I don’t know,” Clara was saying. “Sometimes I feel like Jason and I aren’t interested in the same things.” Roo nodded. “He doesn’t want to do any of the stuff I do. It feels like he just wants me around while he’s out drinking with his friends.” Roo nodded some more. “You know, I was sick in the hospital last summer and he came by for like fifteen minutes. My old high school boyfriend was there for half the day, but he came for fifteen minutes? Does that seem right to you?”

“Well, umm…” Roo hesitated. He desperately wanted Clara to dump Jason, but he didn’t want it to appear that he’d had anything to do with the split. “Who knows what he had going on that day,” he said finally. “If you’ve got other commitments, fifteen minutes can be more difficult than half a day. Jason’s a decent guy.” He hoped he’d seemed convincing. If she was going to put a bullet in her relationship he wasn’t going to help pull the trigger.

As it turned out, he didn’t need to. In early December, Clara and Jason broke up. Roo was secretly delighted. He considered moving in immediately, but he wanted to be with her for the right reasons, not because she was lonely and unsure of herself after a split.

He waited. But not too long. He didn’t want her to go home over the holidays and find someone new. One day shortly before break, he found himself back in the RA office, on the couch, watching TV. With Clara.

Over the previous two weeks he’d paced his dorm room trying to figure how and when to make his move. He’d worked over scenarios, tried out words and phrases, and dreamed up conversational segues that might lead to the topic he wanted to discuss. He conspired to bring a casualness to the proceedings while at the same time making his feelings known. He pictured where she might be sitting and how he would stand.

Their relationship had been on a steady climb for four months. He knew all the time together, the dancing, the conversations, were signals sent and received. He knew this was his moment.

As they sat on the couch, he squirmed. He could not make any of the scenarios work, couldn’t somehow force the topic to emerge organically. Finally, he gave in and simply launched into his approach. “Hey,” he said, voice quavering. “I know we’re great friends, and I wouldn’t want to ruin that, but I think this is going really well and I wondered if you’d want to be more than friends?”

Clara turned to him. What was that look on her face? Relief? Happiness? She smiled a closemouthed smile. Then, very sweetly, she said, “No.”

3

Officer Dan Grohln stepped out of the car and stood before the little yellow house. After more than twenty years in animal control he’d seen a lot, and whatever he’d missed he’d heard about from others. Dead animals, raids of fighting operations with severely injured dogs, abandonment, hoarding cases with dozens of cats living in squalor. He loved the job, working with animals and helping them find homes, but the scenes of abuse and deprivation could be hard to stomach. He had no idea what he’d find today.

The department had received a call from a neighbor, who reported near-constant barking coming from the house. The neighbor claimed that the homeowner had recently died, and the dogs must have been left unattended. A quick records search had showed the neighbor was right; the homeowner had died in an accident five days earlier.

As Grohln approached the house he could tell by the tall grass and stuffed mailbox that no one had been around—no neighbors or relatives had come to tend to the place. The door was locked, so he and his partner swung around back. They tried the door, and when it too was locked they forced it open and entered.

In the living room they found two crates, each containing a pit bull. Both male. Both intact. The dogs were thrilled to see the officers, wagging, barking, whining, and bouncing off the walls of the crates. Grohln and his partner petted the dogs through the grating but left them inside for the moment. While his partner went off to find food and water, Grohln heard a barrage of high yelps coming from behind a door on the side of the house.

As he approached he braced himself. This was where it could get Darwinian. A litter of puppies locked up without food for five or six days could end with the stronger ones turning on the weaker in an effort to survive. He opened the door and five brown-and-white pit bull puppies flew at his legs, jumping and yelping, crawling all over one another to get at him, tails wagging, legs flying, tongues flopping in an almost deranged burst of excitement.

Grohln bent to pet them as he scanned the room. There were torn-up bits of cardboard everywhere and the pups were dirty, smeared with their own waste, but everything else seemed in order. Except for one thing. A sixth puppy stood off to the side, wagging and happy but much calmer than the rest. Grohln moved over to inspect him, and the pup seemed fine. But there was something. Grohln picked the dog up and looked at him. His eyes were brown, but part of the right eye—from, say, three to six on the face of a clock—was blue.
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Brad Mirren was happy to see Dan Grohln. Mirren was a young police officer in a neighboring town but the two men did not know each other through work; Grohln had gone to high school with Mirren’s father. A day earlier, Mirren had received a call from Grohln telling him to stop by the pound.

For the past few months Mirren had been a regular visitor. Mirren had an older dog, a pit bull named DJ, and he was looking to adopt a puppy. He wanted a dog he could train to compete in ring games, competitions among dogs trained for law enforcement activities, and DJ was too old. He sought a youngster that was smart and driven that he could mold into a great competitor.

Grohln showed Mirren the six pit bull pups, which ran around in a small room off the main kennel. As the pups scampered around their feet and jumped up on their shins, Grohln explained the situation. According to local law the city had to hold dogs from abandonment cases for five days in case the family of the original owner came to claim them. On the second day the puppies were at the pound, two guys had shown up claiming to be relatives of the original owner. They wanted all the dogs from the house. Officer Grohln had taken their names and contact information and said he’d get back to them.

The more Grohln had thought about the scene at the yellow house, the more things didn’t quite add up. Why two intact males? Why six very young pups with no sign of the mother? The owner had been a guy nearing thirty with almost no employment history and a few minor arrests.

Grohln had no direct evidence that the guy was a dogfighter—no training equipment or paraphernalia, none of the dogs had injuries or scars; in fact all were well kept and healthy—but something didn’t feel right. It appeared that the guy was breeding pit bulls and selling them to anyone who wanted them for whatever purpose. At worst, the guy bred them specifically for fighting.

Then this pair showed up. They were telling the truth; they were distantly related to the dead man. But something was not quite right about them. Grohln had made some calls. Nothing could be proven, but local word pegged them as dogfighters. Grohln didn’t want to give these two guys the dogs.

He went to his superior officer and made the case that since these men weren’t immediate relatives of the owner, the city didn’t have an obligation to turn over the dogs. He was persuasive enough that his boss didn’t shoot down the idea. Still, he didn’t think he had the authority to make a final decision. Slowly, the question rose up the chain of command.

Grohln stayed busy while he waited. He didn’t want the puppies going to just anyone. He wanted people he could trust not to resell them or use them for ill purposes. And he wanted them to keep quiet about where the dogs had come from. He began recruiting trustworthy adopters. By the third day he had four of the six committed to other officers or city employees. Only two remained, one female and the male with the partially blue eye. That’s when he called Mirren.

As Grohln finished his story he looked at Mirren. “So are you in?”

“Yeah,” Mirren said.

“You want the male or the female?”

“Definitely the male,” Mirren said.

Grohln had spent a fair bit of time with the puppies—stopping by to feed them and play with them—and he’d come to know them pretty well. Again and again he’d been impressed by the one pup with the partially blue eye. He seemed calmer than the rest, cooler and more laid-back. He lingered around the periphery but took everything in. He found that pup among the group and pointed him out to Mirren. “That’s him,” Grohln said.

Mirren stared into the frenzy that raged around their feet. All of the pups seemed great, strong and healthy with plenty of drive, but Mirren blocked out all the other activity and focused on the dog Grohln had pointed out. Mirren noticed that the dog stood off to the side. His partially blue eye stood out because his entire head and the front of his body were white. A large brown patch curved in over his right hindquarter and his back. His face and neck were creased with folds of skin, like rolls of fat on a baby’s thighs. Those same flaps of extra flesh hung down his snout too, making his face look a little pushed in.

Mirren watched the puppy, wondering if it was the right one for him. Was he too calm? Did his disinterestedness indicate a lack of intelligence or a future as a couch potato? But as Mirren observed the pup his feelings changed. The little guy was alert and interested, he just wasn’t running around like a squirrel in a nut processing plant. This made him seem cooler, more serious, ready to get down to business.

Four days later Mirren returned. The question about what to do with the dogs had risen all the way to the city attorney, who’d ultimately agreed with Grohln: Only immediate relatives were entitled to claim the dogs. The decision came as a great relief, since no one wanted to think about the alternative. The two guys had never returned but even if they did, Grohln now had the authority to deny their request. Still, he knew the dogs had street value, and he was afraid someone might come looking for them.

After Mirren completed the paperwork, Grohln asked him to keep the dog’s origins a secret. No one could know where the puppy came from.

“Kind of like doggie witness protection,” Mirren said.

“Sort of,” Grohln replied.

Mirren walked out with the little dog under his arm. It was the second time it had been saved in ten days.
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Something had changed with Clara. Roo could see it. Following her breakup with Jason she had spent the winter burning through a few shallow relationships. But as the weather began to break, she was once again single, and he found her drawing close. They had never stopped spending time together, watching TV in the office, chatting in the hall, going to the gym. And their chemistry persisted, too.

Earlier in the winter Clara’s mother and sister had come to visit. She had taken them on a tour of the campus and when they ventured into the gym, there was Roo. The four of them had stood talking for a bit before the tour moved on. As soon as they were out of Roo’s earshot Clara’s mother and sister both asked if there was something going on between the two. The women had picked up on the vibe in that two-minute encounter.

Roo didn’t know about the conversation, but he could certainly tell that Clara was acting differently toward him. She seemed to be putting on a full-scale charm offensive, unleashing a steady stream of big smiles, hair flips, and enchanted laughter.

He had taken the initial rejection in stride. He was bummed at the thought that he and she were never going to happen, but he valued her friendship enough to bury his feelings and forge on. But now he was confused. The signals Clara sent came through loud and clear, but he wasn’t sure he could trust them. And even if he could, he didn’t know if he was willing to risk another attempt. He didn’t think the friendship could survive a second rejection. Faced with such a dilemma he made the obvious choice: Do nothing.

Still, he thought about it. He sounded it out with Beaker, who grew so tired of hearing about Clara that he took action. Roo had been working part-time for a network marketing outfit that required him to consistently acquire new contacts. He’d fallen behind, and Beaker threw out a challenge: If Roo didn’t hit his number of new contacts the following week, he would have to ask Clara out again. Roo lost.

The next night he found himself back in the RA office having a flashback—it was just like the first time he’d asked her out. He’d spent his day pacing, trying to summon the courage and figure out the right words. As the night went on Clara came and went from the room. Roo went on rounds and chatted in the halls.

Finally, it was getting toward the end of his shift, when he would have to leave the floor. Clara came in and sat down. Roo took a deep breath. “So,” he said, “what’s going on here? I mean, I like you and am getting some signals from you, but…where do we stand?”

Clara looked away for a minute, then turned back to him. “I like you, too.” Roo exhaled. He was psyched. They agreed that they would need to go on an actual first date. Then it was time for Roo to leave. He shut the lights and locked up the office. He and Clara walked to the end of the hall. As he said good-bye he leaned forward and gave her a hug. Their cheeks brushed and slowly they turned their faces toward each other. Their lips met.

Clara leaned back and looked at him. “I feel like I just kissed my best friend,” she said.

[image: ]

Roo went all-out for the first date. He assigned Beaker to serve as a driver for the night (the result of another bet, although this time Roo won). His friend showed up in a full suit and a chauffeur’s cap, a fresh shine on his dark green 1995 Pontiac Grand Am.

He sped the new couple across the Mississippi River to a romantic restaurant on the Wisconsin side. Afterward he delivered them to Garvin Heights, a rocky overhang on the bluffs that rise above the Mississippi with panoramic views of the river. Roo and Clara made their way to a large flat rock along the ridge and took in the sights. The water glinted in the late-day sun, and the lakes and hills and fields twisted off into the distance. Roo produced a guitar and sang Clara a song that he had written just for her.

The last two months of school were something of a honeymoon for the pair, but when May came Roo graduated and moved back to his parents’ house in Illinois while Clara went home to Red Wing, Minnesota. They saw each other as much as they could over the summer, but the future remained uncertain.

Roo had once intended to go to dental school, but the day of the entrance exams had coincided with a big soccer game. He blew off the exam. It was indicative of a larger decision: He wanted to make a run at professional soccer. The head coach at Saint Mary’s had played professionally, and he thought Roo had a shot to make it if he worked on his game and built himself up. He offered Roo a job as the assistant coach in residence. It was a near-perfect scenario. It meant Roo would be living on campus again, making a little money and working on his game. Best of all he and Clara would be together.

The couple enjoyed campus life. As assistant coach Roo scored a room that was a little nicer than the average dorm room. It had a couch and small kitchenette. They huddled there together, watching TV, ordering pizza, and simply hanging out. They worked out together almost every day, they went to a lot of movies, and two or three times he cooked her spaghetti, using his mother’s secret recipe. On occasion he played the guitar and sang to her. They continued to take dance classes together and twice a year the school hosted a talent show, in which they performed.

The previous summer’s parting had been difficult, and this year’s was even harder. The experience was a new one for Roo; with any previous girlfriend the intensity of feeling had long since dissipated by this point in the relationship. They hugged for what seemed like forever and promised to see each other as often as possible. It would be easier this year since Roo was spending the summer in Rochester, Minnesota, about forty-five minutes away from Red Wing.

In the fall Roo returned for a second year of coaching. And a second year of hanging out with Clara, who was now a senior. Knee surgery had stunted Roo’s run at pro soccer and as he and Clara sat on the couch in his room watching TV, he wondered what else the future might hold.
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“Clara?” Roo called as he walked into the house. It was winter, so he peeled off his heavy jacket to reveal the tan chinos and button-down that had become his standard work outfit. Back in spring, while Clara was still in school, Roo had heard that the Mayo Clinic, also in Rochester, was hiring. He’d dusted off his biology degree and sent in a résumé.

By the time Clara graduated, Mayo had hired him, and he went to work as a lab technologist, processing blood tests and performing genetic screens for a variety of conditions. Roo found that he enjoyed the work and liked the people. Even more, he liked the impact the job had on his bank account.

Within a few months he began looking for a house in town. Clara would come down from Red Wing on the weekends and help him search. The understanding was that once he found a place, they would move in together. In the fall Clara, who had earned a degree in studio art, began training as a massage therapist. Soon after, Roo bought a house in Eyota, a small town just outside Rochester, and the couple moved in.

The place was an all-stone structure built in 1916, with stately wood pillars inside and hardwood floors. It was cool, but it was also a fixer-upper marred with ancient wallpaper, cracked and hole-riddled walls, and crumbling stone. Roo worked at Mayo and Clara went to class, and when they were home they played Mr. and Mrs. Fixit. Roo’s parents made trips up from Illinois to help. In the evenings they hooked up with old friends from college or collapsed on the couch, watching their favorite show, Survivor.

Now Clara came down from upstairs. “What’s up?” she said. They kissed.

“Interesting thing happened at work today,” he said. “Brian is having a new house built, and he’s going to have to move into an apartment for a few months while they finish it. But the apartment complex won’t let him bring his dog, and he asked if anyone would be willing to take her. I thought maybe we could try it.”

“What’s her name?” Clara asked.

“Jazz.”

“What kind of dog is she?”

“A black Lab.”

“And it’s just for a few months, right?”

“Right.”

“So if we don’t like it, we’re not committed.”

“It seemed like a perfect chance to me,” Roo said. “Plus it’s always nice to do the boss a favor.”

Jazz arrived a few days later, and Clara and Roo fell in love. She was perfectly house-trained, perfectly friendly, obedient, fun, and she didn’t chew things when you left her alone. Roo appreciated her morning wake-up calls—as soon as the sun came up and Roo began to stir, Jazz would body-slam the bed, throwing herself into the side of the mattress like a hockey player crashing into the walls of a rink, until she was sure everyone was fully awake. Then she’d haul herself up onto the bed.

Within a few weeks of Jazz’s arrival, they knew they definitely wanted a dog of their own. And since this one was a black Lab, they figured they’d get one of those. All dogs of the same breed behaved the same way, right?

Then the plan hit a roadblock. Clara had become friendly with a guy she met at the gym. She was spending more and more time with him. Roo noticed. He said nothing, but he noticed.

One night Clara went out with the guy and his friends. At about the time she was supposed to come home she called to say that she’d had one drink so she was waiting to drive home but that she would be there soon. Roo was disturbed that she hadn’t asked him to come pick her up or join them.

Roo’s fears got the best of him. He knew the password to her e-mail. He felt creepy logging into her account, but he couldn’t stop himself. He found a series of messages from the guy, and as he read them he felt both anger and relief. The notes made it clear that nothing had happened between Clara and the guy but also acknowledged that a strong attraction existed between the two. When she arrived home, he confronted her. “What’s going on?” he said. She denied there was anything between them, and he mentioned the e-mails. She started to cry and ran for the door. Roo cut her off.

“No,” he said. “You’re going to sit and listen. I’ve been working my ass off to provide for us, fixing our house and being loyal to you. If that doesn’t mean anything to you or if you’d rather be with someone else, tell me now, because I don’t have to do all this.” He went on, but not for long. The whole thing couldn’t have lasted five minutes and he wasn’t even sure what he was saying after a while. Clara said nothing. Finally, still crying, she got up and ran out of the house. Roo went up to bed, and before he fell asleep he shed a few tears of his own.

When Clara returned a few hours later she retreated to the couch. The next morning she packed up some stuff and went to her parents’ house.

5

Officer Brad Mirren had a second job, common for cops in their first few years on the beat, when they are last in line for overtime and lucrative outside gigs guarding construction sites and providing security for public events. Mirren’s side gig was at a local hotel, where he worked as a security guard. For most of those shifts he holed up in a suite of back offices. Although he wasn’t there full-time, Mirren was one of the most popular employees in the office. That was because he brought along the white-and-brown pit bull pup he’d adopted every time he went in. He had a crate for the dog, but the little guy spent most of the day on the loose, and a steady stream of hotel employees stopped by to play with him.

Mirren had taken to calling the dog Chuck, and the two were inseparable. Mirren took Chuck to work, he took him for rides in the car, took him when he went for walks, when he did chores in the yard, and when he went to the store. He also took Chuck to area parks, where he let the dog experiment with rope bridges and climbing ladders and other obstacles.

Mirren wanted to make sure that Chuck was well socialized—comfortable with a wide range of people, places, and experiences—so that he would be friendly and relaxed out in public. He also liked to keep the dog by his side because he enjoyed having the pup around, although part of the motivation was a sort of homeland defense strategy on Mirren’s part. Chuck hated being in a crate, but the few times Mirren had left him home unrestrained the dog had done serious damage. The most egregious incident was an attack on the couch pillows.

Mirren, though angry, felt a touch of appreciation for the crime. Chuck hadn’t gone after one pillow and torn it to shreds; instead he did small but irreparable damage to each of them, chewing the corners off and tearing the seams. The former approach—the more typical one—would have allowed Mirren to
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