

			For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams

			Of the beautiful Annabel Lee

			And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes

			Of the beautiful Annabel Lee

			 

			-From “Annabel Lee”

			Edgar Allan Poe, 1849

			




Chapter One

			Within minutes of posting the tranquil image to the online forum, Keenan McEvoy had garnered a dozen “hearts” and several cheerful replies. She’d taken the photo only hours ago at Oakberry Court, a nursing home she visited once a month with her dog, Bennie, who was racking up points toward advanced certification as a therapy pet. In the photo, he was resting in the arms of an elderly resident whose face was cropped to preserve his privacy. She hoped the photo would comfort people on the forum. 

			“Didn’t I tell you this would happen? Everyone says you’re adorable.”

			The languid cockapoo—a cross between a cocker spaniel and a toy poodle—lifted his head from her lap and wiggled his docked tail, an instinctive show of affection whenever he heard her voice. Anyone’s voice, actually.

			A few nights a week, Keenan logged on to the forum just before bedtime to check in with her “friends” and offer words of consolation and encouragement. She had no special training in grief counseling, but she knew as well as anyone their unique despair. Theirs was a club no one wanted to join—survivors of a loved one’s suicide. 

			She’d joined the online bereavement group almost two years ago after struggling to move on from Annabel’s senseless death. The group, sponsored by a county mental health initiative, had always met in person at a community center in downtown Pittsburgh until Covid forced it to go virtual, which Keenan preferred. She liked the anonymity and was glad they’d chosen to keep it going even after in-person meetings returned. 

			Over time her participation had changed from needing comfort and support to helping provide it. Bennie was her main conduit for that, and her buffer too, always keeping her one degree removed from the suffering of others. Watching him work his magic with the elderly and people in distress helped lessen her guilt over not being able to help Annabel.

			As the hearts continued to pile up for Bennie’s photo, a chime announced the opening of a private chat window, a forum feature she rarely used.

			Half-A-Set: Bennie is precious!!!! Nice to see such a cute face after a really tough day.

			She didn’t recognize the screen name, but then not all forum members were active posters. 

			Half-A-Set: This is going to sound weird but I noticed the stamp on the blanket in the photo — Oakberry Court. Is that the nursing home in Bloomberg? 

			The startling reference made Keenan mildly uneasy. Until that moment, she’d taken for granted her relative anonymity on the forum, where she posted as Wingèd Seraph, a reference to Edgar Allan Poe’s heartsick poem, “Annabel Lee,” which she’d recited often as a declaration of love for Annabel. It was unsettling that someone following her posts knew exactly where she’d been that afternoon. Suddenly all the care she’d taken for privacy was wiped out by a stupid laundry mark on a blanket. Before she could resolve her paranoia, a third note appeared.

			Half-A-Set: Just curious is all. :-) My great-gran lived at OC for a while but she passed on about four years ago.

			Fine if the others in the group wanted to share their despair in person, but Keenan had no interest in moving beyond the virtual community. She didn’t need a complement of anguished friends in her real life. Half-A-Set could be anyone at all—obnoxious, unstable, needy. Or some guy laying the groundwork to hit on her. Just because they’d suffered a similar loss didn’t mean they ought to be actual friends.

			Half-A-Set: Sorry, didn’t mean to butt in. Just wanted to say thanks.

			Whoever this was seemed to be reading her wary thoughts, and now was backtracking over the intrusion. She could ignore it. Or she could lie and say it was a different Oakberry Court. Either way she’d feel guilty for brushing off someone who’d paid her an innocent compliment…someone who’d faced a tragic loss and joined the forum looking for support. There was nothing unseemly about the actual note, she conceded. What harm was there in a polite reply? 

			Wingèd Seraph: That’s the one. I’ve taken Bennie there a few times to visit the residents. They love him.

			Surely she could say that much. It wasn’t particularly revealing, since she’d already described to the forum how Bennie had eased her back into the world of the living.

			Half-A-Set: That’s got to be the sweetest dog I’ve ever seen. So laid back. He’s on Xanax, right? LOL

			Wingèd Seraph: Not a skittish bone in his body.

			Indeed, nothing rattled Bennie. While some small breeds were high-strung, loyal to only one human, he was eleven pounds of lively affection with everyone he met. His scruffy coat was mostly apricot with white markings on his face, chest and feet. His ears were more poodle than spaniel—not as long or floppy—while his wide, webbed feet proved his water dog ancestry. 

			Half-A-Set: Gorgeous little face.

			Wingèd Seraph: He knows he’s cute. Here’s it from everyone.

			She immediately shuddered at her grammar mistake. Half-A-Set would think her an idiot. 

			Wingèd Seraph: *Hears*

			Half-A-Set: No worries. I sometimes do that two. LOL

			The small infusions of humor were admittedly disarming, and Keenan relaxed a bit over her decision to reply. With a click, she collapsed their chat window into a corner of her screen and ticked through the forum tabs to check Half-A-Set’s profile, which held only the basic information required of all members: female, thirty-four years old, lost her brother to suicide. That didn’t mean any of it was true. She’d joined the forum three months ago, but her first public post had come only this morning, shortly after five a.m.

			Hi to everyone. Sorry I’ve been lurking so long without posting anything. I can’t tell you how much your stories have meant to me these last few weeks. I lost my twin brother to suicide almost a year ago. A boxed set, they called us. After 33 birthdays together, today’s my first one without him. I’m not sure I’ll ever feel whole again, but you give me hope this will eventually get easier. Thanks for putting yourselves out there to support each other. I’m living proof it really helps.

			Keenan tipped her head back to swallow the lump in her throat, which mercifully didn’t happen as often as it used to. Her work with Bennie routinely brought her into heartbreaking situations that required a firm grip on her emotions—end of life, sick or traumatized children. Now sitting alone late at night, she had no reason to maintain the brave facade. 

			Half-A-Set was a twin, which explained her tragic screen name. In her poignant post, she came off as emotionally mature and intellectually capable of expressing herself. Those traits, plus the fact that she’d just turned thirty-four—only three years older than Keenan—further eased her qualms about replying to a private chat.

			Wingèd Seraph: I saw your post from this morning. I’m glad Bennie gave you something to smile about today. He’s good at that. 

			Half-A-Set: I knew it was going to be a tough day. Gabe and I always had a huge party with family and friends but I didn’t want to put them through it this year. Now everybody’s going to feel like crap when they remember. Can’t win either way.

			Keenan knew the downside of putting up a strong front so people wouldn’t worry—they assumed she was fine even when she wasn’t. Outwardly, she pretended not to mark special dates such as Annabel’s birthday, which was next weekend. The last thing she wanted to do was draw them deeper into her grief.

			Wingèd Seraph: People don’t realize how much we worry over their feelings instead of our own. You’re right — in some situations there’s no way to win. 

			Half-A-Set: Exactly. I’ve been dreading this day for weeks.

			Wingèd Seraph: FWIW, it got easier for me after the first year. Not easy, just easier. Seems like there’s something extra painful about the first Christmas without somebody, the first birthday, etc. After a while though it helps to look back on it and realize you made it through a whole year. 

			Half-A-Set: Makes sense. How long has it been for you? 

			Two years, three months…eleven days. Keenan wasn’t obsessive about that figure but she’d calculated it yesterday when Annabel got a solicitation in the mail for a credit card. Even dying wasn’t enough to get removed from a marketing list.

			Wingèd Seraph: A little over two years. It was my partner Annabel.

			When a couple of minutes ticked by with no reply, Keenan began to bristle at the implication. Had the mention of having a female partner given Half-A-Set pause? 

			“What do you make of that, Bennie? The least she could have done before inviting me to a private chat was read my profile. Maybe I should have spelled out dyke with a neon font.”

			He licked her hand before rolling onto his back and twisting into a shape that shouldn’t have been possible. Boneless Bennie. 

			Wingèd Seraph: You still there?

			Half-A-Set: Sorry, that kind of blew me away. 

			“Yeah, no shit.” Secure and confident in who she was, she’d long ago stopped trying to accommodate people’s bigotry just to get along. That didn’t make it any less annoying. 

			Half-A-Set: It’s hard to wrap my head around how far I have to go. First year, second year. Even a week feels like forever when all I hear is how I’ve got to move on. When you lose a twin, it’s like a piece of you has been ripped out. Everything you’ve learned how to do, you have to learn it again on your own. Talk, walk, breathe. Even when Gabe wasn’t physically beside me, he was always there. Like I could literally feel him. Probably sounds weird to most people. I’m sure losing your partner is just as hard…probably feels like your other half too.

			Keenan released a shameful sigh. “Bennie, your mom can be a real shithead sometimes. You know that?” 

			Not only had she wallowed in her petty sense of slight, she’d been flippant over the special grief Half-A-Set was dealing with today. Losing a twin would ruin birthdays forever. 

			Wingèd Seraph: Nobody gets to tell you how much pain you’re allowed to feel or when it’s time to move on. Everybody’s different. All I know is I couldn’t have made it this far without Bennie. He was the best thing that happened to me after Annabel died. Not saying pets can replace people, but he keeps me focused on the good stuff. We all have to figure out what works for us. 

			Obviously Half-A-Set still faced an uphill climb, especially for the rest of her first year. There were no shortcuts when it came to processing grief.

			Wingèd Seraph: I’ll be really honest with you, okay? When I first joined the forum I felt like I was trapped in hell. Some people wailed every day because they hurt so much. Others would chime in, saying things to comfort them. I read every single post. Stories like yours broke my heart, but they made me realize that how I felt was perfectly normal. Then after a few months I noticed something really cool — most people have a turning point. You see it when they jump in to support the new members who are trying to cope. Maybe it’s because they’ve started to heal — or maybe like me they realize it just feels better when you help. These days I check in to post something about Bennie to make people smile — people who had a tough day like you did. I feel like I’m paying back all the help I got when I needed it most.

			Half-A-Set: So you think in another year or so I might be the one helping somebody else get through this?

			Wingèd Seraph: I hope so. The pain never goes away but someday you can get to a place where you feel like, okay it doesn’t hurt as bad as it used to, I survived. Now maybe I can help somebody else. 

			Admittedly, she was painting a rosier picture than reality suggested, but she had a strong hunch Half-A-Set would find a way to heal. Given her muted presence on the forum so far, she wasn’t there for the drama. She was there to learn how to live with her loss—and she would. 

			Half-A-Set: Thanks for the vote of confidence. I really appreciate you taking the time to chat, especially tonight. I wasn’t sure if people on the forum even used this chat thing but I figured it was there, I’d give it a try. Your words give me something to think about. My friends all say it’ll get easier but it means more coming from somebody who’s actually gone through it. 

			Wingèd Seraph: Glad we could help. I’ll add your name to Bennie’s fan club.

			Half-A-Set: LOL. It’s Gianna, btw. If you’re ever downtown, maybe we could grab a coffee or something. 

			Now that she was over her initial reluctance to engage, Keenan wasn’t as spooked by the idea of meeting in person. Besides, she’d been back in Pittsburgh for almost three years and her old friends weren’t exactly beating a path to her door. She’d been gone too long for that. 

			Wingèd Seraph: I’m Keenan. Huge coffee fan. 

			Gianna answered with the number to her cell phone, which Keenan pasted into her contacts before sending her own.

			Half-A-Set: Great, text me sometime. I live downtown and I’m usually free most days after six. And weekends.

			Wingèd Seraph: OK. Meanwhile Bennie sends his love, says to tell you happy birthday. Seriously, he said that word for word.

			Half-A-Set: :-)

			Gianna. Pretty name, maybe Italian since her brother’s name was Gabe. Obviously outgoing.

			She signed off the forum and nudged Bennie from her lap. “Way to go, Romeo. You just picked up another girlfriend. How many is that, a hundred and six?”

			* * *

			Gianna Del Vecchio closed her laptop and choked back a wave of tears, her umpteenth of the day. In another hour and thirty-five minutes, her first birthday without Gabe would be over. It was helpful to hear Keenan say how important it was to get the “firsts” behind her. Only one more to face—the anniversary of his death just five weeks away. 

			Left to her own devices, she’d have languished at home all evening in misery, looking through photos and videos of Gabe when they were kids. Instead, best friend Jazmine Sadowski had whisked her off after work to happy hour with a handful of their lesbian friends. 

			Briefly, she’d even considered Jaz’s offer—“I promise, just as a friend”—to sleep over so she wouldn’t have to be alone. But there was always a risk Jaz would push for more, and Gianna was determined not to open that door ever again. No more sleepovers with Jaz, even if it meant being alone in her heartache.

			Her brother’s death had left her with more than grief. Suicide added a sickening layer of guilt, the unshakable feeling that she could have stopped it if only she’d paid more attention to Gabe’s emotional state. If anyone should have known he was a danger to himself, it was his twin. Her relentless sorrow had led her online to the forum in search of comfort and forgiveness. Perhaps she’d found that path from the woman who called herself Wingèd Seraph…Keenan.

			Her birthday continued to tick by as she washed her face and laid out her outfit for the next morning. A new text message lit up her phone: COULDN’T RESIST SAYING IT ONE MORE TIME — HAPPY B-DAY GIRLFRIEND!!!!!!!!

			Gianna dialed Jaz’s number as she fell into bed. “I was just thinking about you. That was a really good idea you had, getting the girls together for happy hour. Just what I needed.”

			“Of course it was. Nobody knows you like I do, Gianna.”

			That much was true. Given their off-and-on stints as a couple across twenty years, Jaz had once been considered part of her family. But after she tried to buy cocaine from an undercover police officer three years ago—her second drug arrest—those days were gone and they weren’t coming back. 

			“I take it you didn’t hear from your folks,” Jaz said.

			“Believe it or not, Dad actually came by the apartment and slid a card under my door. Weird that he couldn’t just walk down the hall to my office and give it to me in person. Signed both their names, of course.” It was a sore spot that her mother had withdrawn from everyone since Gabe’s death, skipping everything except weekly confession at her church. Her dad meanwhile carried on as usual, pretending he didn’t think of Gabe at all. “And Stefan left me a voice mail.”

			“That was big of him.” It was no secret that Jaz didn’t care for her boss, Stefan, who happened also to be Gianna’s cousin. “He busted me for cutting out early today, even when I told him it was so I could catch you before you left the office. Why does he have to be such a dick? He knew it was your birthday.”

			All three of them worked for TriState Healthcare Supplies, a midsized distribution company owned and run by Gianna’s family. Gianna was on the executive track in customer relations, while Stefan held Gabe’s old job managing the warehouse. Jaz oversaw distribution, making sure orders were complete and went out on time. Gianna had cashed in all her family favors to keep Jaz on after the arrest, since employment was a term of her probation. Without a job, she’d have gone to jail.

			Gianna felt compelled to stick up for Stefan, who, because he was family, had inherited a job supervising over forty warehouse staff despite a total lack of managerial experience. “Stefan has to be careful not to show favoritism because of you and me. And he’s probably anxious about the wedding too, so cut him some slack.”

			“If you ask me, Paige is the one who ought to be anxious, marrying a guy so full of himself. Anyway, I was thinking next year we ought to do your birthday bash a week early. You deserve your own day where you don’t have to think about Gabe.”

			“It’s funny you say that. I was just chatting online with somebody from that suicide survivors forum I joined. Her name’s Keenan. We might meet up for coffee sometime. Anyway, she said holidays are easier once you get the first year behind you. So maybe next year’s birthday won’t be so hard.”

			There was no mistaking the hesitation that followed as Jaz digested her mention of meeting someone. Since they’d broken up three years ago, Gianna had only herself to blame for not making it clear that she intended to date other women. Covid had thrown a two-year wrench into her plans, and the long stretch without dating probably fueled Jaz’s hopes they’d get back together. Now that restrictions had eased, she needed to put herself out there—even if it was just coffee with a woman from the grief forum. Jaz needed to see that she was moving on.

			




Chapter Ten

			Holding tightly to his leash, Keenan let Bennie lead the way past the Fort Pitt Block House to the massive lawn surrounding a granite outline that marked the former site of Fort Duquesne, which the French had burned to the ground rather than surrender it to the British. The concert stage was erected at the western point of the outline with the fountain towering behind it. Gianna had said to meet near the southern point.

			After a quick dash to Marshalls at lunchtime, her wardrobe now included pre-shredded skinny jeans and a funky gray sweater that was longer on one side. Plus a pair of black-striped Toms she’d scuffed a bit so they wouldn’t appear new.

			To say she was nervous was an understatement. Some of that was anxiety over making a good impression with Gianna’s friends, since they might become her friends too. However, her main source of uneasiness was the prospect of meeting Jaz, a woman who probably hated her guts just for drawing breath. Last weekend she’d been ready to prove to Jaz that she wasn’t a threat to her friendship with Gianna. Now that she and Gianna were dating, she probably was a threat—or at least Jaz would see it that way. 

			Dating! Calling each other, agreeing to meet, having fun. In anyone’s book, that was called dating.

			“Whoa, little man.” She squatted to pet Bennie, soaking up his soothing presence. “I just realized I’m doing something I haven’t done in about twelve years, so let’s you and me get on the same page. You need to be sweet and charming and I need to remember my name and try not to behave like a social misfit. Think we can manage that?”

			She looked up to see Gianna jogging toward her in trainers, tights and a snug zip-neck pullover that showed off her figure. 

			“Hey, you made it.” Gianna dropped to a knee to greet Bennie, who welcomed her with obvious delight.

			Fresh from her epiphany, Keenan recognized an annoying sensation she’d last experienced in high school when she’d tried to date boys, an inability to relax and be herself. She was about to become preoccupied with trying to say the right thing, smile the right way, laugh at the right time. What happened to their easy rapport from two nights ago?

			“No stealing my dog,” she managed, alarmed at the shakiness of her voice.

			“We have a spot near the stage. Come meet everyone.” Gianna gestured at her new jeans and suddenly yanked a tag off. “Nice jeans. Oh sorry, were you planning on returning these after tonight?”

			Keenan sighed and turned her back. “Better check the sweater too.”

			“Nah, you’re good.” She lifted Keenan’s backpack and slung it over her shoulder. “It’s too bad you missed happy hour, but I told everybody about Bennie. They can’t wait to meet him.” 

			“And me, Gianna? Did you mention me?”

			“Uh…” She grinned. 

			“He can’t drive himself, you know. You might have dropped my name at least.” She didn’t mind Gianna’s playfulness when it came to Bennie. While it was true he needed more training in crowds, the main reason she’d wanted to bring him was to buffer her interactions with others. In particular, with Gianna’s ex. 

			“By the way, a heads-up. Our friend Nick used to be Nicole but he’s been transitioning for about a year. Just wanted to let you know so you won’t get confused if someone screws up his pronouns.”

			“Cool. I never knew Nicole so Nick he is. Is, uh…is Jaz here?”

			“She is,” Gianna replied, nodding pensively. “She’s actually in a pretty decent mood considering I told her you were coming. Maybe she’s finally gotten the message. I don’t want to freeze her out but I will.”

			Which message? Keenan wondered. Gianna hadn’t shared how she’d handled Jaz stalking her over the weekend, nor how she’d resolved Jaz’s blowup from the week before.

			“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Keenan said. “Twenty years is a lot of good times. It would be a real shame if all those memories were lost to hard feelings. I’m not trying to tell you what to do. But I wouldn’t want to see either one of you slam the door on the other. It’s painful.” She figured Gianna was smart enough to realize that was a reference to Annabel’s falling out with her mom.

			“I don’t think I’d ever go that far, but sometimes I think some space might do us some good. She’s been living rent-free in my head long enough. I can’t let myself get worked up over her feelings all the time. I’d never do anything to hurt her deliberately, but I need to get on with my life and let her worry about herself.”

			It sounded as though Gianna had done some serious soul-searching, but Keenan had a feeling her resolve would be tested. She was too nice a person not to care if Jaz was hurting. “She’s going to be threatened by me, don’t you think?”

			“Probably, but she doesn’t get to dictate what happens. I’ll introduce you and let you take it from there. Don’t feel you have to go out of your way to make friends with her—especially if she gives you a bad vibe. Just talk to the others instead.” She nodded toward Bennie. “What am I saying? We both know this little guy’s going to be the center of attention.” 

			Keenan laughed, wondering if anyone ever noticed how she sometimes used Bennie to avoid having meaningful conversations. “It’s okay, Gianna. I’ve still got a few social skills I can dust off.” 

			They reached a small group already set up for the concert in lawn chairs. 

			“Hey, I want yinz to meet a friend of mine.” Gianna began with a Black couple, Nick and Shanice. Shanice immediately dropped to her knees to nuzzle Bennie, who was only too happy to nuzzle back. “Nick’s a dental hygienist. I told him about the clinic at Big Stone Gap.”

			“That’s impressive,” Nick said, standing to nearly six feet tall. He wore his hair short and sported a faint mustache. “Gianna said yinz do this a couple of times a year, hundreds of patients. That’s pretty intense.”

			“It’s definitely an adrenaline rush. Want to come along?”

			He held up his hands. “Not me. I go twice a month to Hill House. Same clientele but I don’t have to leave town. You should try it sometime.” He looked down at Shanice and back to Keenan, rolling his eyes. “Look what you did bringing this dog out here. I guarantee it’s going to start the second we go walking back to the car. She’s going to want a dog.”

			Keenan laughed and replied, “Surrender now and save yourself the headache. I promise you’ll never regret it.” She unfurled a blanket from her backpack. Part of her wanted to drop to the ground with Shanice, but Gianna was waiting expectantly to introduce her to the others. She’d already gotten a glimpse of everyone and knew right away the pretty one standing on her own—long dark hair, brown eyes and full-figured—had to be Jaz. 

			Vic and Dani were a sporty couple who’d ridden to the park on their bikes. Ellen and Fran were a bit older than the others, mothers of teenagers who wouldn’t be caught dead at an “old people’s” concert. 

			“And this is Jaz, who’s been my best friend since ninth grade.” Gianna wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed with obvious affection, while Jaz delivered a side-eye that suggested she was less than satisfied with her meager status. “And this is Keenan. She’s a dentist in Westwood.”

			Keenan almost laughed. Gianna definitely could use some help with introductions. 

			“A dentist…” Jaz said, crinkling her nose. “I couldn’t do that, sticking my hands in somebody’s nasty mouth.”

			Gianna tells me you’re on probation. How’s that going? The thought of asking that question triggered what had to be a shit-eating grin, resulting in a mask of confusion on Jaz’s sour face. “You have a gorgeous smile, Jaz. A lot of my patients would love to have teeth as pretty as yours.”

			Her mouth opened and shut twice before she finally managed, “Thank you.” 

			Gianna said, “Don’t look now but I think Shanice is stealing your dog.”

			As they returned to the blanket, Keenan asked Jaz, “Do you like dogs?”

			She shook her head and contorted her face as if she’d encountered a foul smell. “No, they bite.”

			“Not Bennie,” Gianna said as she joined Shanice on the blanket. “He’s a sweetheart. Keenan takes him to nursing homes. He’s never bitten anyone, right?”

			“No, I’ve never even heard him growl. He’s really laid back.” 

			“I thought dogs didn’t like loud stuff. It hurts their ears. Bet he goes apeshit when the music starts.”

			“He needs to get used to it. Sometimes therapy dogs have to go to places where there’s a lot of noise. I think he’ll be all right but I’ll take him home if he gets stressed.”

			Shanice patted the blanket beside her. “Sit right here and talk to me. You grow up here?”

			“Graduated from Brashear High. Then I went to Ohio State, so I lived in Columbus for ten years. But I moved back here about three years ago.”

			“Just in time for Covid to turn all of us into hermits.” Shanice continued to pepper her with questions, most of them casual but a few that were probing. “Were you and your partner married?”

			“It was on our to-do list but we never got around to it.” Keenan had raised the subject of marriage a couple of times after the Supreme Court case made it a possibility, but it never got much traction in their house. Annabel hadn’t ruled it out though, a fact that had left Keenan hoping it might happen someday. It sure would have made life easier when she died. She’d been forced to deal with Lisa as next of kin to settle Annabel’s estate. “What about you and Nick?”

			“Their wedding was gorgeous,” Jaz said as she sank to the blanket, apparently realizing it was that or be left out of the conversation.

			“Nicest wedding I’ve ever been to,” Gianna added.

			Jaz then launched into a litany of details and anecdotes that had the others laughing. Something about her smug glances at Keenan made it clear she meant to exclude, to remind Keenan she wasn’t part of their group because she didn’t share their experiences. 

			Nick rose and peered off in the distance. “Concessions stand’s open. Who wants something to drink?” He recorded everyone’s orders on his phone and tugged Gianna to her feet. “Come with me, girl.”

			Before Keenan could panic about being left alone with Jaz, Shanice nudged Bennie across the blanket. “Go ahead and pet him, Jaz. He’s a sweetheart.”

			Despite looking as though she’d swallowed quinine, Jaz held out her hand to Bennie. His tail wagged as he inched closer until finally he was close enough to curl up next to her and lay his chin on her lap.

			“Is he like this with everybody?” she asked, her fingers tickling a spot behind his ear.

			“No, it has to be somebody he trusts. Looks like he has a good feeling about you.”

			“Don’t know why…I don’t even really like dogs.”

			Shanice said, “Let me tell you something about Nick. He’s not easy to impress but Gianna told him about this thing you’re doing, these free clinics out in the middle of nowhere. He thinks that’s damn cool.”

			“It’s a phenomenal experience, Shanice. Most people have no idea how much need there is in rural America for services like these. Everything’s so fast-paced…it’s exhilarating. I’ve been trying to talk Gianna into coming with us. She’s considering it, or so she says. She’d be a big help.”

			“Wait a damn minute,” Shanice said. “Are you telling me Gianna might be going on this trip too? To do what? She’s not a dentist.”

			“No, just as a volunteer.” Keenan had only mentioned Gianna’s interest to make her story more relatable. She realized too late its potential to make Jaz jealous, especially if she thought Gianna wanted to come to be with her. “Once she told me what kind of work she did, I practically begged her to come. It’s not often we find someone who knows how to put together instrument trays and keep forty stations supplied. Plus her company’s donating a bunch of supplies.” 

			“This is going to give Nick ideas. He’ll be hitting yinz up to do a clinic in Stanton Heights.”

			Keenan handed Shanice a business card from a pouch on her backpack. “Tell him if he builds it, I’ll try to come. I can put him in touch with—”

			Suddenly Bennie yelped, followed by a flurry of growling and snapping as Jaz shoved him from her lap.

			“Ow! That little shit just bit me.”

			* * *

			Gianna dropped her armload of soda cans on the blanket and looked around to try to catch a glimpse of Keenan. “Which way did she go?”

			“That girl’s long gone by now,” Shanice said. 

			“She damn well better be,” Jaz snarled, nursing her hand. “I’m lucky the little bastard didn’t break the skin. I’d have to get all those rabies shots in my stomach. She shouldn’t be bringing him to a place like this anyway with so many people around. Especially if she’s not going to watch him.”

			Gianna wanted to stand up for sweet Bennie, to say he wasn’t at all vicious, but she hadn’t been here to see what happened. Whatever he’d done, it clearly had been serious enough for Keenan to take him home right away, not even sticking around to say goodbye.

			A roar went up as VeraDid took the stage to the thump of a bass guitar. All the attention to Jaz’s dog bite gave way to excitement over “Once or Twice,” the band’s hottest hit. They followed with two more high-energy rock tunes before slowing it down with a soulful ballad by lead singer Tina Best.

			The music wasn’t enough to distract Gianna from her concern over Keenan. How embarrassing for her that this had happened the first time she met new friends. Gianna was so preoccupied with worry she didn’t notice Shanice had wriggled her way through the others to stand beside her.

			“Gi, I’m sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong but that little dog got a raw deal. There’s no way he just up and bit her. I didn’t see what Jaz did to him but I know she did something.” 

			Of course! That was the only thing that made sense. “Did Keenan see it? Did she say anything?”

			“No, but I’m telling you, that dog yelped before he snapped at her so she must have pinched him or pulled his ear or something.”

			Suddenly all she felt was rage. She wanted to get in Jaz’s face, to shove her to the ground and pinch her until she bruised, asking her how she liked it. Instead she stormed off across the park toward her apartment building and tried to no avail to raise Keenan on her phone.

			She was passing through Commonwealth Park, a grassy canyon that parted high-rise hotels and condo buildings, when Jaz caught up with her. “Gianna, wait. Where you going?”

			“Do not follow me, Jaz!” she shouted, whirling to face her. “I can’t believe you’d do something so low. And why? For attention? So Keenan would have to leave?”

			Jaz straightened her back and put a hand on her hip, a defiant stance. “What are you yelling at me for? I’m the one who got bit.”

			“That’s a lie. I spent all day last Sunday with Bennie and I know for a fact he doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. The only reason he would’ve snapped at you was if you’d done something to hurt him. A puppy, for God’s sake!”

			Stubbornly feigning innocence, Jaz said, “All I did was pet him and he bit me for no reason.”

			“That’s bullshit and you know it,” Gianna snarled through gritted teeth as she walked away.

			Jaz caught up with her again, catching her elbow. “If I did hurt him, it was an accident. Maybe his fur got caught in my bracelet or something and I didn’t realize it. I don’t even like dogs, but she was like, ‘Oh, everybody likes Bennie. Here, pet him.’ I was just trying to be nice.”

			“That’s right, Jaz. It’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it?”

			Jaz sneered. “Look at you, acting like your shit don’t stink. ’Cept we both know better, don’t we?”

			Gianna glared at her, daring her to say another word. 

			“Yeah, that’s right. What would all our friends think if they knew what kind of person you really were?”

			“Are you threatening me, Jaz? Because it’s not going to get you what you want. What it will do is end us as friends. You hear me? End us! So you go do what you’ve got to do, say what you’ve got to say. Just know there’s no coming back from it—ever.”

			* * *

			Keenan wasn’t surprised by the WhatsApp chime, though she was mildly disappointed it hadn’t come sooner. Apparently Gianna had tried calling her earlier but then hung around to enjoy the concert with her friends instead of following up…which admittedly wasn’t a cardinal sin. She owned her part for running off without saying goodbye. Given how upset she was, it probably was for the best.

			“Hi there.”

			“Keenan…I don’t know what to say.” Gianna was sitting at her kitchen bar, her face scrubbed and her hair held back with a headband. A half-glass of red wine dangled from her fingertips. “How’s Bennie?”

			“He’s officially in doggie jail, which means he’s not allowed to work as a therapy pet for now. I’ll have to cancel Oakberry on Tuesday, and probably the library the week after we get back from Big Stone Gap.” 

			The agency that had certified Bennie had a strict policy on incidents of aggression. Failure to report one was grounds for dismissal from the program.

			“But it was hardly anything. It didn’t even break the skin.” Gianna sounded tired…or maybe a little drunk. “How would they even know?

			“We’re all on the honor system. I had to submit a report to the behavioral team at the agency telling them what happened. I did that when I got home. They’ll review it and recommend a course of action.”

			“What are the possibilities? They won’t pull his…whatever, will they?” Her words had a detectable slur.

			“Someone sounds a little tipsy.”

			“Yeah…maybe a little.” She pushed her glass aside and blew out a breath through the side of her mouth. “I needed to chill. I’m not usually much of a drinker, promise.”

			Keenan guessed there was more to the story, and it probably had to do with Jaz. “I doubt they’ll yank Bennie’s certification for a first offense, but it’s complicated by the fact that I don’t have a statement from Jaz about her injuries or what provoked him to snap at her.”

			“Best leave Jaz out of it.” Gianna sighed and shook her head. “Shanice said he was just sitting with her. She thinks Jaz pinched him or pulled his ears or something. Whatever it was, I’d bet you a thousand dollars she did it on purpose.”

			That was Keenan’s guess too but she didn’t want to accuse someone without evidence. “I wondered about that. Too bad the form I filled out didn’t have a space for ‘jealous dyke.’”

			“See? Didn’t I tell you? As soon as I heard what happened, I left. I tried to call you and say it was all bullshit but then Jaz followed me and we got into this huge fight on the sidewalk. I fucking lost it with her. Started yelling and…Keenan, I am so, so sorry this happened.”

			“You don’t have to apologize. I won’t hold you responsible for something you didn’t do.”

			Gianna’s pained expression said otherwise. “Just because I didn’t do it doesn’t mean I’m not responsible. I feel like I’m the one who made Jaz the way she is. She’s manipulative, argues all the time…she’s possessive. She owns me and she knows it.” 

			“What does that mean, she owns you? She has something on you?” From the extended silence, Keenan concluded the answer was yes. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

			“I don’t want to but I probably should,” Gianna finally grumbled. “See, Jaz and me started hanging out in ninth grade when all the other girls”—she made a face of disgust—“they were all boy-crazy. We’d make fun of them. I could tell Jaz had it pretty rough at home. Single mom, food stamps, all that. She used to love coming over to our house because I had my own room and we had all the latest stuff…big TVs, video games. I liked going to her house because she was out to her mom. I hadn’t come out to my parents yet so I felt more relaxed at her house, like I could be myself.”

			“You were lucky to have that.” 

			“Yeah, Mrs. Sadowski was like a second mom…except better, considering my real one kinda sucked.”

			Keenan snickered. It actually explained a lot about her bond with Jaz, which had proved remarkably resilient given the ups and downs Gianna had described.

			“Anyway, our sophomore year in high school…a lot of the kids were messing around with drugs by then, and since I was the one with the cash”—she looked away and sighed again—“I bought some coke off this guy. Half a gram, that’s all. Just enough so we could both try it. We thought we were so tough, you know?”

			“Nope. I can honestly say I have no idea what that feels like.”

			“It feels like we were ignorant little shits. Hiding out in the bathroom during biology lab. I went into a stall to pee and next thing I know the vice principal comes in and catches Jaz cutting lines on the windowsill. Soon as I heard her, I climbed up on the toilet so she couldn’t see my feet.”

			Keenan pictured it and laughed. “You must have been scared shitless.”

			“I was shitting bricks. But Jaz took all the blame. She figured she was caught, there was no point in both of us going down.”

			“That was decent of her. And now you’re forever in her debt.”

			“Yes…and no. She stayed two whole nights in juvie before they released her to her mom. Then she had to go to court. It took her two years to jump through all their hoops—community service, fine, probation—but when she turned eighteen she got her record wiped clean, like it never happened.” Gianna continued while twirling the wine glass by its stem, as if too embarrassed to meet her eye. “I went to bat for her with Dad and Uncle Jack to help her get a job at the warehouse. Second chances, all that. We weren’t dating anymore but I felt like I owed her. I did owe her. That could have been me…my whole career down the toilet.”

			“Teenagers screw up all the time. If they gave Jaz a second chance, I’m pretty sure you’d have gotten one too.”

			“Mmm, maybe. But they probably would have stuck me in the warehouse forever. I tell you, it woke my ass right up. I never did anything like that again, not even weed. But Jaz…man, she kept messing around with it. I had no idea. We got back together, nice apartment by Schenley Park. Four or five years…or six, however many…it was good. Then Dani called me one night when I was at a workshop in Cleveland. Jaz was out dancing at Cattivo and she OD’d.”

			“Oh my God!” 

			“I drove back here and went straight to the ER. They got her stabilized, and then the second they discharged her, the cops came in and slapped on the handcuffs. It was fucking surreal.” 

			Keenan could only shake her head. “You must have felt so betrayed.” 

			“That wasn’t the half of it. Not only was she using behind my
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