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      It was the perfect day for a funeral. A Hollywood producer could not have planned it better. The silvery gray sky, the light mist of rain, and the biting, blustery wind all combined to create an atmosphere of depressing dankness. Todd was probably looking down on the proceedings with an odd sense of approval. He would not have appreciated bright, cheerful sunshine invading the dismal setting of his undertaking.

      This is the kind of weather that is only suited for snuggling into the couch, tucked inside a soft quilt, with one hand wrapped around a warm mug of green tea, while the other holds a great book––the kind of story that you get sucked into only to look up hours later, disappointed that your escape into its realistic and exciting world has come to an end.

      I closed my eyes behind my dark sunglasses, which I wore as a layer of protection from being scrutinized by Todd's family, not because I thought there was any chance of the sun peeking out for an appearance today. If I focused hard enough, I could drown out the somber droning of the pastor and visualize myself at home, relaxing and distant from the nightmare of the past few days.

      When I felt my lips begin to turn up, I snapped my attention back to the present. The last thing I needed was for Todd's mother to see me smiling at his funeral. The woman hated me enough already, without me adding any unnecessary fuel to that fire.

      Todd's entire family was looking for someone to blame for the freak car accident that snuffed his life out in what seemed like his prime. I refused to be their scapegoat.

      I had allowed my mind to wander during the graveside sermon, but now that I was actually paying attention, it was obvious how preposterous the whole scene was.

      Todd's family was dressed to the nines in what must be the latest in funeral couture. His mother and sister were wearing expensive heels that were sinking ever deeper into the mud. They both looked like they were slowly shrinking. I pictured them trying to leave only to find that their shoes were stuck. They would have to step out of them, placing their pampered, pedicured feet onto the mucky earth. When I visualized Todd's father and brother trying to kick the heels from side to side to free them, like one would work to loosen a fence post, I almost chuckled.

      I caught myself before the laugh erupted, but I must have made some sort of disruption because Todd's mother's beady eyes darted in my direction in a cold stare. The only thing that could possibly rival her sadness today was her fierce hatred of me. She had never felt like I was good enough for her son. Maybe she was right, but it was too late to worry about that now.

      Attempting to ignore the eye daggers being shot at me by the matriarch of Todd's family, I shifted my weight to my left foot, angling my body towards the pastor in the process. I had to give the man props for trying, but it was obvious by the way he was exaggerating the few anecdotes he had been prompted with that he didn't know Todd at all.

      When he started carrying on about how deeply Todd had loved his wife, "Lillith," I nearly snorted. It had been a very long time since Todd's feelings toward me had been anything near what one would call love––tolerance perhaps, but not love. The two of us had been little more than roommates for the last several years. Whatever love had once existed between us was long gone...replaced by mutual indifference.

      The fact that the reverend repeatedly referred to me as "Lillith" let me know that either Todd's sister or his mother had filled the man in on the details of Todd's life. They both knew that I despised being called by my full given name, so making sure the obituary and graveside sermon featured it prominently was probably their seemingly innocent way to get one last dig in at me before I was officially free from their family.

      I tried not to let their petty antics bother me, but couldn't help but seethe a little bit over it. The negative emotion felt right on this day when I should have been feeling bereft, sad, and lonely.

      At least my bubbling anger was a somewhat appropriate feeling. The hint of happiness at seeing Todd's mother's face screw up like she just ate a super sour lemonball as the pastor regaled the gathered mourners with tales of Todd's loving, strong, and committed marriage was not right, but I wasn't able to prevent it from surfacing. The reverend must have improvised this section of his speech because it clearly hadn't been part of her plan.

      I did my best to keep the gloat from showing on my face by focusing on my immediate guilt about feeling it––especially today, of all days. What is wrong with me?

      My eyes, hidden behind the dark sunglasses, roamed around to each of the tear-streaked, grief-stricken faces surrounding the giant hole my husband's ornate casket was being lowered into. I knew I should feel what the others felt. I wanted to feel what they felt. I waited for the desperation, sadness, anger, bitterness, disbelief, or other appropriate mourning reactions to kick in, but they didn't.

      As the first bits of dirt were sprinkled onto the box where my husband's body was being interred, the pastor grimly said the famous funeral line, "Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust," and all I could manage to feel was immense and overwhelming relief.
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      I am not a monster. I am not even a bad person. Well, I don't want to be one, anyway. Does that count for anything? I have been feeling like a miserable excuse for a human being, though. What kind of woman doesn't grieve the loss of her husband? Shouldn't I feel something other than relief over his death?

      My hope is that the fact that I wanted to feel more than I did is somewhat redemptive, but I'm not sure how many karma points that can carry––surely not the entire load of my massive guilt.

      I was startled when my phone began blaring the song, "I Wanna Be Rich." The song is a throwback from the late eighties, but it seemed so appropriate for the ring tone for my literary agent that I couldn't resist downloading it. I don't think I've ever mentioned June's incoming call tune to her, but I am confident that she would approve.

      Imagining her scratchy voice saying, "Don't we all, Doll?" had me smiling as I ran to answer the phone for the first time in several days. The flurry of sympathy and 'Just wanted to check in on how you are doing' calls had steadily dwindled to zero over the past few weeks.

      "How you doin', Doll?" June's pack-a-day cigarette habit made her already-manly voice sound like she gargled with sandpaper.

      "I'm okay," I answered her honestly.

      My natural introversion and job as a freelance writer were the tenants of a rather lonely existence. I hadn't realized how much I would miss the basic interaction Todd and I had on a day-to-day basis.

      Now, my social life was limited to going to the grocery store and attempting to talk to Todd's hateful cat, Morty. As if sensing that I might be thinking about him, the orange tabby narrowed his green eyes in my direction. I'm pretty sure that if he could talk, he would have said, "Don't talk to me. Don't look at me. Don't even think about me!"

      He seemed to be willing to allow me to scoop his kitty litter and fill his food bowl, but he didn't care for our relationship boundaries to extend beyond that. Perhaps he blames me for Todd's absence. He loved Todd. I guess that miserable cat is having more of an appropriate reaction to Todd no longer being here than I am. Sigh.

      I must have sighed aloud because June yelled in my ear, "Stop moping around, Doll. I have some fantabulous news for you!"

      "Okay…" I sounded leery of whatever she was about to say because sometimes June's idea of great news and my idea of it were drastically different. Like the time that she booked me on our state's morning television show. She was ecstatic. I felt like I was going to throw up at just the thought of going on live television. She almost dropped me as a client over my steadfast refusal to appear on the show after all the strings she pulled to get me scheduled. She still blames my stalled writing career on giving up the “opportunity of a lifetime to go on Good Morning, Indiana.”

      "Are you sitting down, Dollface? You better be because my news is going to blow your mind."

      The more June pumped it up, the more I dreaded hearing what she had to say. "I'm sitting." My voice betrayed my lack of enthusiasm, but I answered because I wanted her to get on with whatever her big reveal was.

      "You, Lily Stokes, my favorite doll of a writer, are now an internet sensation."

      "What?!?" I blurted out, dumbfounded. Had one of my stories finally taken off?

      "You heard me." June wasn't at all surprised by my obvious shock. We had both been waiting for years for one of my many and varied writing projects to gain enough momentum and traction to draw the attention of the general public.

      "Was it the alien-vampire romance novel that finally took off?" I hoped that it was. Even though it sounded like a cheesy premise, that story was both heartwarming and overflowing with gritty action and adventure. The dialogue was crisp and witty. It was honestly some of my best work, even though it proved to be an incredibly embarrassing elevator pitch. The vindication of having that book see some commercial success would be incredibly gratifying.

      "No, no, Sweets." June quickly shot that hope-filled dream down. "It's your latest article...the short story for Glimmer Magazine. That baby has taken the internet by storm. You are becoming a household name, my dear."

      I was beginning to wonder if June might be smoking something other than plain-old nicotine cigarettes. Was she confusing me with another client? "June, that story isn't due for weeks."

      "Oh, did I forget to tell you?" She feigned innocence, although I was well aware by the tone of her voice that whatever this was had been a calculated move. "The magazine had to pull out another article at the very last minute...like 'Stop the presses time.' The piece had been about the super-hot presidential candidate who just dropped out of the race due to his past as a high-priced gigolo. The title was All Hail the Chief. Can you even imagine if they had released that? The scandal would have run them out of business, unless they had called it All Nail the Chief." She cackled at her own crass joke.

      I didn't even crack a smile because I still wasn't sure exactly what had happened. "But how did you give them an article from me to run in this issue? I don't have anything finished." The horrifying thought that she might have submitted my half-written, unedited piece on fashion trend do's and don'ts surfaced in my mind. What if, in their panicked haste, Glimmer had subbed in my article, without thoroughly checking it over, like they would under normal circumstances? Am I an internet sensation for having the worst edited, least proofread, and most unfinished article ever published?

      "Oh, I grabbed the new article about your late husband from our shared Google drive."

      I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. The unpleasant and nausea-inducing sensation that I might pass out washed over me. "The what?" I croaked, barely coherent enough to keep the phone pressed to my ear for her reply.

      "You know, the article you wrote about how indifferent you felt about your husband's passing. Your soul-baring, brutal honesty in that was some of your best work, Doll. People are absolutely eating it up. That article is publicity gold."

      Of course it was. I wanted to scream at her. It was too honest, too open, and too unapologetically apathetic. I had never intended for anyone else to read it. EVER. It was like a diary where I had shared my deepest thoughts and fears about why I hadn't appropriately mourned the loss of my husband.

      My mind was racing. Was this reputation-shattering piece really out there for others to read? Had this truly happened? Or was it just some horrid nightmare that I would wake from and shiver with relief that it wasn't true.

      "Did you hear that, Dollface? Your name is currently a trending hashtag on Twitter." In my panicked state, I hadn't even realized that June was still talking, so her announcement caught me by surprise.

      "Trending? Hashtag?" My brain had turned to instant mashed potatoes. I couldn't even formulate a decent question.

      June was making up for my inability to articulate my thoughts. "Now, this particular hashtag, #LowlifeLillith, might seem negative at first, but just remember, Toots, there is no such thing as bad publicity."

      "I hate the name Lillith." It was the first response that popped into my mushy brain.

      "I know, and believe me, I tried to stop your full name from leaking out, but this story is barreling across the world like a loaded freight train on ice. The pastor from your husband's funeral is a bit of a media hog. He immediately came forward to share what he knew, and he used your real name. That's the main reason I called. The cat is out of the bag with your pen name, Sweets. The press is probably going to start beating down your door any minute."

      As if hearing her proclamation, a loud pounding reverberated through my house, startling me and making Morty go airborne for a moment. It would have been funny, had circumstances not been what they were. Morty arched his back and hissed in my direction, clearly blaming me for the intrusion on his nap.

      One peek through the peephole showed me that a couple of news vans had arrived in front of my house. The lights from their cameras shone through the darkness as the reporters huddled on my front porch. There was no way I was going to face the inquisitors on the other side of my door. If I laid low for a while, surely this would all blow over. The news crews would get bored by my lack of response and find someone else to pick on.

      "That article was never intended for publication," I hissed at June, attempting not to speak louder than a whisper to hide from the reporters outside.

      "Then what was it doing in our shared drive?" she asked me logically.

      What was it doing there? I wondered. Had I been more upset by Todd's death than I realized? That document hadn't been intended for anyone else to read. I had just needed to process my thoughts and feelings, and writing is the way I do that. It had been for me...not anyone else...and certainly not everyone else.

      I wanted to blame June for its release, but our shared drive is how we always transfer items back and forth. I just wish that she had asked me first, but she had a point. If I hadn't wanted it to be published, why would I have saved it into the one place on my computer that she can access?

      It was such a dumb mistake. One that I wish I could undo. "Can we have them take the article down?" If ever I needed a redo button, it was now. I'd give about anything to suck that article back in and make it just mine again.

      "Why would they do that? It's in the print version of the magazine and the online version of the piece already has more comments than any of their previous articles...even the one about the transvestite couple where the woman didn't know the man had been born a woman and the man didn't know the woman had been a man. Did I say that right?" she wondered aloud. "Well, you know what I mean."

      "But, I didn't mean for it to be published. It's too personal. Too revealing. Too...true." I pleaded with her, although I didn't know what she could possibly do about it now.

      "It's too bloody brilliant, is what it is." I hated it when June slipped into her fake British accent. Since she knew I hated it, she occasionally used the tactic to end awkward conversations with me.

      "Not everyone hates it, Love." June assured me. "There are lots of people who felt like you were putting their own thoughts and feelings about their spouses into words. There is a sizable faction of the population that really commiserated with what you had to say. Just focus on them when you turn on your social media alerts," June suggested before signing off. "Ta-ta, Toots."

      I mumbled "Bye" to dead air because June was already gone. Staring at my phone, I wondered how many people now hated me because of the article. Had June been telling the truth? Had my article helped some people work through their own convoluted feelings about their significant other?

      Maybe the backlash from my confessional piece wouldn't be as bad as I feared. Biting the inside of my cheek, I tapped the buttons to control my notification settings. Being a sensitive person, I generally kept them turned off since a scathing review could divert my attention from being a productive writer for days.

      "No time like the present," I said aloud to no one, since the cat firmly refused to acknowledge my existence unless I did something to make him especially displeased.

      It took me a while to realize I was holding my breath as I read some of the meanest things I had ever encountered––all of them directed at me. June had been right, there were a few kind reactions and the occasional supportive comment interspersed between the death threats and vicious suggestions, but they only comprised about ten percent of the total. Most of the vocal people on Twitter and Facebook loathed both my "despicable" article and me personally.

      Deciding I could only handle so many internet trolls and cruel people, I turned the notifications back off and shut down my phone. Shaking with nerves and adrenalin, I slid down from my seat on the couch to the floor and buried my face in my hands. How did this happen?

      For the first time since my husband's death, the tears erupted. I sat there sobbing, finally releasing the overwhelming emotions of the past week. I don't know how long I stayed there like that, but it did register somewhere in my brain when I heard the vans out front leave, signifying that the news crews finally gave up their vigil at my front porch.

      I think I eventually dozed off right there on the floor because the animal startled me. I hadn't heard the sound of the cat door flapping open and shut. The round, black poof-ball was practically in my lap before I realized that it had invaded my home.

      My yell of surprise did not stop the creature from climbing onto my lap and settling itself in a hot, fluffy circle. With a huge, stuttered sigh, it rested its soft head on my thigh, as if it was planning to stay a while.

      My initial fear that it would hurt me had dissipated, but I still didn't want the filthy animal on me. I stared down at it, horrified and too stunned to move. My first reaction was to toss it away from me and shoo it right back out the door, but it was rather comforting to have someone snuggled up against me. It had been a long time since I'd had this kind of contact with another living being. For years, my only cuddle partner had been my extra pillow.

      Morty awoke from his nap and raised his face to the ceiling, glaring as if smelling the foulest stench he had ever encountered. He slowly turned his narrowed emerald eyes in my direction, sensing that this invasion must somehow be my fault.

      Moving quicker than I would have imagined possible for the portly feline, Morty sprang to his feet and puffed out to twice his normal size. The low-pitched growl emitting from his throat had to be the most hate-filled sound I had ever encountered.

      The black puppy didn't seem to sense that his life was in imminent danger. He raised his head to see what all of the commotion was and jumped up to investigate. His little butt was wiggling excitedly as his tail went quickly back and forth like a pendulum on speed.

      He took a tentative step towards Morty as if intending to say 'Hi.' The cat puffed up even more before darting outside through his kitty door.

      The dog looked up at me, perplexed. "Not everyone loves adorable little dogs," I informed him. "It's better to find that out now than to be let down later in life."

      Catching myself, I couldn't believe I was having a full-fledged, one-sided conversation with the little mongrel. Just then, he reached up with one of his oversized paws to awkwardly flap at his soft ear. "Great, make that flea-infested little mongrel." I raised my hands in exasperation before clapping them together. The noise startled him, making his roly-poly body tumble over.

      His fall distracted him from scratching his ear enough that he now laid there flat on his back chewing on his own paw. I couldn't help but chuckle at him. I had never liked dogs (or cats, for that matter). They are dirty, hairy creatures that do not belong in homes, as far as I am concerned, but I did have to admit this one was kind of cute.

      "Cute or not, you have to go," I informed him sternly. Reaching tentatively down, I rubbed along his fluffy neck, looking for a collar. Unfortunately, all I found was a green bandana. "Great. You belong to someone irresponsible." Having seen my new neighbor in his back yard with an entire pack of wiggling puppies––each wearing a brightly-hued bandana––I had a pretty good idea of who the little dog's owner was.

      "Okay," I stood up and bent down to speak to the dog. "Time for you to go home." I moved my hands towards the kitty door as if ushering him out. He sat up, gazed at me with chocolate brown eyes, and tapped his tail on the floor.

      "Out." I said it more firmly, pointing at the door. I was greeted with more gazing and tail flapping.

      "I guess you're not going to make this easy," I grunted as I bent over to pick up the round little creature. He was more solid than he looked, and I wasn't sure how to hold him. Hands grasping his plump sides, I held him with my arms outstretched and headed toward the door.

      I heard the pee splashing on my hardwood cherry floors before I saw or smelled it. "Oh, great!" I yelped, "Just great." I scurried towards the door, holding the dog out away from me and trying not to step in the trail of urine we were creating.

      "THIS is why I didn't want a kitty door!" I looked upward as I yelled, as if I were speaking to Todd. "There's a reason for the saying 'look what the cat dragged in,' and this thing came in all on its own," I grumbled as I struggled to open the door while keeping the dog from touching me.

      Once the door was open, I went to set the animal down and heard Morty's deep growl from somewhere in the darkness. The puppy looked up at me, clearly frightened. His look said, "Please don't leave me out here."

      "Sorry," I told him firmly. "Go home."

      There must also be a reason for the saying 'sad puppy dog eyes' because that is exactly what I was getting. When I turned on my heel and tried to go back inside, the dog tried to scoot in with me. "Oh, no," I said. "It's time for you to go home. You can go right back through whatever opening you used to get here."

      He cocked his head to the side as if curious about what I could possibly be saying and why I wouldn't let him in. I held my hand down to block him from entering and squeezed my way inside the house. Once I closed the door, I slid down the plastic guard to close the kitty door and wasn't at all surprised when I heard him bang his head into it as he tried to regain entry to my home.

      "Sorry about that, little guy." I murmured the words before retrieving the paper towels and floor cleaner.

      When I had finished the pee cleanup, I heard a pitiful whine at the back door. It sounded heartbroken. I smiled sadly, almost understanding how people fall for the nasty, filthy little creatures.

      At the furious "Yowl" from Morty, I cussed and cracked opened the door. The little black dog streaked back inside as if its fur was on fire. Morty tried to follow, but I blocked him with my foot and quickly closed the door. The cat let out an infuriated screech of frustration and annoyance when he discovered the plastic barrier blocking him from coming inside.

      The little dog leaned on my calf, shivering as if suddenly aware that the cat had been ready to rip his eyes out. "Yeah, he's not your friend," I informed the dog in a feeble attempt to soothe him. "Let's go out the front door because he's probably still sitting at the back door waiting for you. Now is your chance to escape."

      I jogged to the door, trying to make it seem like a game. My plan worked and the animal followed me, its jet-black ears flapping as it ran, the terror of moments ago seemingly forgotten.

      Opening the front door, I ushered him out with my hand. Realizing what I was up to, he put on the brakes, skidded to a stop, and almost tumbled over in his haste. I chuckled at his clumsiness, but said in no uncertain terms, "It's time for you to go home."

      The dog plopped his wide butt onto the ground, peered out towards the front porch and dark road in front of my house, and then blinked up at me as if to say, "No way!"

      "The kitty is in the back," I assured him. "You can get away," I tried.

      The dog didn't budge, aside from the blinking up at me. We stared at each other in a full-fledged standoff, until his pink tongue lolled out of his mouth in an adorable pant.

      "That cuteness thing might work on others, but I am not a dog person. It will not work on me," I told him sternly. Milk chocolate eyes continued staring up at me. "Your daddy is probably frantically searching for you. It's time to go, Mister." I said it firmly, like I meant business, and the little bugger had the audacity to yawn!

      "That's it." I moved behind him and bent down to give him a little nudge out the door. I scooted him a few inches on his bottom. He just let me do it and made no effort to get up. Huffing out a breath, I picked him up and set him down outside.

      He gazed up at me and I shut the door in his face. "See...I'm not a dog person!"

      That's when the whining started. It was little and pitiful at first, but grew in volume and frequency as the seconds ticked by. "Go back to your house," I suggested to him through the door, as if he would somehow understand me and go right home.

      When the wailing continued, I leaned my head on the door. "You need to pipe down or that kitty is going to hear you and come around to the front of the house to get you." It was silent for a moment, and I thought maybe I had finally gotten through to him. The silence was suddenly broken by an ear-splitting howl.

      Flinging the door open, I hissed at the dog, "What are you trying to do, wake up the whole neighborhood?"

      Seizing the opportunity, the pooch bounded through the opening in the doorway and leaned up against my leg, wiggling its butt like it had just won the doggy lottery.

      Not seeing another option, I scooped up the excited puppy and carried him determinedly outside. I banged loudly on the neighbor's front door, not caring if I woke him up.

      He answered looking befuddled––one shoe was on and he was trying to don the other as he juggled a flashlight, phone, and keys.

      "Missing someone?" My voice sounded hateful as I held the puppy out to him.

      "There you are." Relief was obvious in his voice as he took the dog from me and snuggled his face into the animal's fur. It was a tender moment. He had obviously been concerned about the dog's whereabouts.

      Seeming to notice me for the first time, the man gave me a warm look and said, "Thank you so much for bringing him home."

      Not wanting to be impressed by the man or his puppy, I nodded briskly before adding. "You need to fix the fence that connects our backyards so this doesn't happen again."

      "I'll take care of it tomorrow," he promised.

      Not knowing what else to say, I turned on my heel and headed back to my empty house. Apparently, I wasn't the only one who the puppy made act like a silly loon because I heard my neighbor talking to the animal as he closed his door.

      Once inside my own house, I removed the plastic shield from Morty's opening in the back door. He would probably be too annoyed to come home tonight, but I didn't want to be awakened by his angry yowling in case he tried.

      

      I was in bed and sound asleep when the shuffling in my room startled me awake. My first thought was a burglar as I laid there frozen and trying to formulate a plan of self-defense.

      Reaching for my bedside table, my hand quietly sought my taser. I felt frantic at not being able to find it. I sensed that there was someone in the room with me. Realizing that the icy fear of not knowing who was in my room was worse than just dealing with him, I decided to proactively startle the intruder before he grabbed me. I flipped on my bedside light, blinked at its brightness, and searched for my taser.

      The puppy bounded at me, obviously thrilled to have discovered me. The flash of green around its neck let me know that this was the same puppy that had found its way over here earlier.

      I stood to find my missing taser and discovered that it had fallen behind my bedside table––most likely knocked off by Morty during a playful moment. The puppy snuffled my face as I bent to retrieve it. I laughed and shooed him away.

      "This is a good lesson for me." I had apparently fallen back into the habit of speaking to the silly animal. "I live alone now, so I need to keep track of this thing." I set the taser back in its usual spot, within reach of my bed.

      I considered taking the dog home again, but I really didn't feel like getting dressed and going outside at this hour. Besides, the neighbor would be able to figure out where the little bugger had gone.

      "It's only for tonight," I shook my pointer finger at the little dog, "so don't get too comfortable." I would return him first thing in the morning and insist that the man fix the fence immediately.

      Again with the gazing up at me. I rolled my eyes. This dog appeared to hang on my every word, unlike Morty, who barely tolerated my presence in his abode.

      The dog followed me into the restroom and sat at my feet while I used the toilet. I was not used to anyone being this intimately close to me in this situation. It gave me a little bit of stage fright, but I figured that he had already peed in front of me, so I should be able to do the same.

      Returning to my tall king-sized bed, I pointed at the dog. "Lay down and go to sleep." Switching off the bedside lamp, I flopped back onto my pillows.

      It was probably a full 30 seconds before the first whimper sounded. After that, the frequency increased until it was nearly constant. I wrapped my pillow around my ears, plugged my ears with my fingers, tossed and turned, but I could not get away from the animal's incessant whining.

      "This is why I don't believe in having pets," I announced as I flipped on my light again. Leaning over the side of the bed to peer at the black fur ball, I snapped, "What?"

      It used one of its paws to scratch at the bed while gazing up at me as if I were a double bacon cheeseburger. "Oh, no," I told him firmly, "No dogs in my bed."

      He responded with a devastated whimper as if he understood exactly what I had said. When I flicked off the light and flopped over, the whining started right back up.

      The dog began trying to jump up on the bed with me, but his little back legs didn't have enough power to propel his relatively large, round booty up that high. He tried and tried and tried. "You are an obstinate little thing, aren't you?"

      Having had enough, I finally acquiesced. "Ugh. Okay, but you are staying way down at the foot of the bed on the other side." When I scooped the animal up and plopped him unceremoniously down on the far corner of the bed, he wiggled with glee before bounding up to attempt to plop down on my pillow.

      "Absolutely not." I kept my tone crisp and I shuffled him back down to his spot. Once he was settled, I said firmly, "Stay."

      He tried several more times to come up beside me, but I held firm on this one. I could already imagine the dog fur and bugs that must be in my bed from the animal. I certainly didn't want it all up next to me. In fact, just thinking about it made me itch. Was my bed getting infested with fleas?

      The dog finally gave up on his quest to be by my side and settled where I told him to with a huff. "Good boy," I praised him before rolling over and letting the exhaustion of this stressful day wash over me.

      

      I woke up in the morning feeling more refreshed than I had in years. I was usually a light sleeper who tossed and turned all night. Last night, though, I felt like I had slept the sleep of the dead. I kept still, enjoying the morning glow of early sunshine peeking in through the window. As I began to become more aware, I realized that rather than my usual stiffness, my back was warm and relaxed. When it dawned on me why that probably was, I slowly turned over. Sure enough, that wily little puppy had weaseled its way up to lie right next to me. I was horrified to see that it had its head on my pillow. When I leaned up to see its face, I swear it smiled at me, it's black, flappy cheeks lolling back to reveal shiny pink gums and brilliantly white teeth.

      "What do you think you are doing?" I screeched, bolting upright, now wide-awake.

      The dog jumped up, ready for action, and made a couple of wide, running circles around my bed. "All of this room, and you had to sidle right up next to me?" My voice sounded incredulous.

      The puppy couldn't have cared less about my tone. It was excited to be alive this morning and ready to take on the day. I lowered it to the floor and it took off for the door.

      I yawned, padding into the kitchen and straight to the Keurig machine to make myself a mug of hot tea. As I waited for the machine to splutter out my brewed magic in a cup, I saw the puddle forming around the dog.

      "No, no, no! What are you doing?" I asked the animal, even though it was probably my fault for not letting him outside first thing.

      "You are going straight home, Mister," I told the dog. His blinking seemed like it had taken on a sad note. Dogs can't understand us and change their facial expressions accordingly, can they?? Nah.

      The yelping next door let me know the creature's siblings were outside. I picked the dog up, careful to hold it away from my body, and went out to the backyard to return the dog to its owner. I looked warily for Morty, not wanting him to go on a surprise attack after the puppy or me. I'm sure he was furious over my decision to allow the puppy inside our home.

      My new neighbor was wearing faded, low-slung jeans with no shirt, sitting on his back steps, hands wrapped around a steaming mug, chuckling at a group of pups that looked remarkably similar to the rat I had harbored in my bed last night.

      "Here is your runaway." I held the puppy up over the chain link fence.

      Mister handsome neighbor set his mug down on his back porch ledge and hurried over to the fence line. "I knew this little rascal snuck out to find you again." He beamed a gorgeous, dimpled smile at me while reaching over the fence to ruffle the dog's noggin.

      Refusing to be charmed by him, I worked my face into a solid glare and lifted the dog for him to take.

      Unflustered by my grouchiness, he held out his arms for the animal, who gladly burrowed into his chest. "Thanks for taking such good care of him. I'll make sure he stays on this side of the fence from now on."

      "See that you do," I demanded before flouncing back into my house.

      I was feeling pretty good about my cool as a cucumber reaction until I looked down and realized I was wearing my worn-out lavender robe and fuzzy slippers. Wait...make that wet fuzzy slippers because I had just stepped in the pee puddle. Argh!!!
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      "This is why animals don't belong in the house!" I shouted to my empty living room.

      Once I cleaned up the puddle, threw away my fuzzy slippers, tossed my bed linens into the washer, and swept up the unending floating fur that had not only invaded my space, but also seemed to like floating up my nostrils, I began to feel a little better about the entire fiasco.

      Morty came through the kitty door and meowed angrily at me. "You're on thin ice too, Mister," I informed him as he haughtily skirted the room, flicking his tail as if I had somehow caused the intrusion.

      "I didn't like him either." I had no idea why I was defending myself to the cat.

      Morty glared at me as if I was a dead bug in his water bowl. I glared right back at him, even though the ill-tempered animal gave me the creeps. I had no doubt that if he could figure out a way to accomplish it, and subsequently feed himself, Morty would gladly murder me in my sleep. The cat seemed to sense that I had never wanted him.

      He had been Todd's cat from day one, and that arrangement had been just fine with both the animal and me. "We're stuck with each other now," I informed him, raising my shoulders to let him know it wasn't my choice.

      "Great. I'm having full-blown conversations with the cat. I guess now I'm officially turning into a crazy old cat lady." I said the words aloud, which seemed to reinforce the sentiment. Flopping down on the couch, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes in an attempt to release some of the tension and stress of the past couple of weeks.

      When the cat door flap smacked, I assumed Morty had tired of being in the same vicinity with me and bolted. When the cat began hissing and spitting, I realized that wasn't the case. I didn't have to look to know who had most likely just snuck back into my house.

      Opening my eyes, I saw Morty puffed up like a blowfish with his back arched. "Oh, stop it," I yelled at the cat.

      The black dog seemed oblivious to the level of hatred emanating from the cat's corner of the room. He bounded over and leaned against my leg as if I were his long-lost best friend. I couldn't deny that the filthy beast was rather loving and adorable. I bent to ruffle his ears before saying, "I don't care how cute you are, you are not staying here."

      He tilted his head up at me as if to say, "What did you just say to me?"

      "Come on," I scooped him into my arms, not bothering to try to hold him out away from my body. I knew from this morning how heavy he quickly became with my arms extended. "Time to go home," I said firmly as he nuzzled his soft head into my neck.

      When Morty bounced on his paws, growling at us, I told him to pipe down, which only seemed to make him angrier.

      The dog felt soft and warm and snuggly, like a wriggling stuffed animal. I didn't want to like it. I refused to like it. Marching out my back door, I went straight to the chain link fence I shared with the puppy's family.

      My handsome-as-sin neighbor was laying on the ground, laughing as puppies climbed all over him, sniffing and licking. It looked like a scene from a photo shoot for a sappy calendar.

      "Ahem," I cleared my throat loudly to get his attention.

      He stayed on the ground, covered in wiggly puppies, but turned to peer up at me.

      "Missing something?" I asked tartly, raising an eyebrow to clue him in to my displeasure.

      "Did you get out again, you little rascal?" He spoke to the dog and didn't acknowledge me. Getting up, he took long strides towards the fence line. "I think we'll call you Rascal," he informed the dog while hefting him to the proper side of the fence.

      When he rubbed his stubbly cheek along the top of Rascal's head, the dog nuzzled into his embrace and sighed with peaceful contentment. I tried not to feel betrayed after our time together last night. The dumb dog probably likes everyone.

      "I'm Donovan, by the way." The man set the puppy down so it could join in on the raucous romping with its siblings before he extended a hand over the fence to shake with mine. "My friends all call me Van, though."

      I shook his hand crisply at the awkward angle before saying, "Well, Donovan, please make sure your animals stay on your side of the fence from now on." I had really enunciated his full name to let him know that I had no intention of becoming friends with him.

      "Sure thing, Ma'am." He exaggerated the last part, pointing out the omission of my name.

      Opting to take the high road, I revealed, "It's Lily."

      "Pleasure to meet you, Lily." The words were followed up by a dazzling, dimpled smile that spelled nothing but trouble––the kind of trouble that I was determined to avoid. I'd spent my entire adult life trapped in a relationship where the two of us made each other miserable. I wasn't about to jump right back into that situation again.

      Rather than acknowledge his platitude, I boldly questioned him. "Don't you think it's a little irresponsible to breed puppies when there are so many animals in shelters that need homes?"

      His head jerked back as if I had slapped him. "Judge much?"

      "I have the right to my opinions," I shot back.

      "Of course you do," he agreed, before adding, "but you don't know anything about my situation."

      "I can tell that these are some kind of designer puppies," I waved my hand at the litter of puppies, "and you clearly don't have the ability to take proper care of them, or one of them wouldn't constantly be sneaking over to my house."

      "I'll fix the fence where he has been burrowing underneath," his gray eyes had turned stone cold.

      "This morning?" The question was mostly rhetorical, so I took the lift of his chin to be a nod. Returning the single head bob, I said, "Good."

      Assuming the conversation was over, I turned to leave. His muttered words stopped me in my tracks. "I guess I see why they are calling you the Ice Widow."

      I was glad my face wasn't turned towards him. It probably would have betrayed my shock and hurt feelings. I hadn't known about the nickname or that the story had become so prevalent that even a neighbor I hadn't met before would think he knows all about me. "I guess my reputation precedes me," I said without turning back.

      I heard his response as I shuffled back into my house. "Indeed."

      
      I felt like throwing a vase or kicking a wall really hard, but instead, I flopped down on my couch and cried. "The Ice Widow?" I choked. "And who is judging who without knowing them now?" I yelled at the closed door.

      I didn't know why I was letting this bother me so much, but it felt so unfair to have people make snap decisions about me, based on one article I wrote that I intended to be private. I bet if some of them had their most intimate thoughts and feelings go viral online, they might acquire some haters too.

      It would be so nice to go back and put that story into the correct folder, rather than the shared one. Not having written it at all would be fine too. It had been cathartic at the time, but now it was causing nothing but heartache.

      The clanging of metal on metal brought me out of my sulking. I peeked through the curtains at the back window and was pleased to see Donovan pounding stakes into the ground to secure the fence and keep the puppy from being able to dig his way underneath to my property.

      Since Donovan still hadn't bothered to put on a shirt, I watched his back and shoulder muscles ripple as he drove the stakes into the ground. "Nothing but trouble," I muttered to myself, before swiping the curtains closed.

      
      After I had my face cleaned up and somewhat presentable in the wake of my sobbing fest, I decided to go for a walk. A solid dose of fresh air would have to be beneficial. I had been cooped up in this house way too much lately.

      I laced up my bright purple sneakers, grabbed my cell phone, and flung open my front door. Donovan startled me. His fist was suspended in midair as if he was just getting ready to knock on my front door. In his other hand, he held a bouquet of cheerful daisies and a leather leash that was tethered to the rogue puppy. I recognized the little guy by his green bandana.

      Quickly recovering from my sudden appearance, Donovan thrust the flowers towards my chest. "A sincere apology," he looked me right in the eyes as he spoke, "for what I said earlier. I was way out of line."

      Accepting the flowers, I nodded, "I said some things that I shouldn't have too."

      "Let's have a fresh start," he suggested, holding his hand out to shake mine. "I'm Donovan and this little escape artist is Rascal." He pointed at the dog sitting at his feet with its tail smacking loudly against my front porch.

      I struggled with the flowers, my phone, and keys, trying to accept his outstretched hand. We both chuckled. Finally giving up, I pushed the door open wider with my foot. "Come on in. I'm going to put these in some water."

      He followed me inside and bent down to release Rascal from his leash. I searched for a proper vessel for the flowers and finally grabbed one of the aquamarine-glass Ball jars that we used as glasses. I didn't have any vases because Todd never brought me flowers. He thought they were a frivolous extravagance. I didn't disagree with his assessment, but I had to admit the daisies really brightened up my kitchen counter.

      Just then, a hateful hiss erupted from the corner of the room. Rascal had evidently approached the cat to see if they could be friends yet. The answer had been a resounding NO. Frightened, the puppy bounded in my direction and slid into my leg before plopping his butt down directly on my foot.

      "You're his safe place," Donovan told me as I looked down at the silly dog.

      "Oh, he just thinks I'll save him from that mean old kitty," I answered in a voice that didn't sound like me at all. "That's Morty," I clarified for Donovan, "he hates every…," my voice trailed off before I finished the word. "…one." I finally finished, despite my shock over the vision before me. Morty was winding himself around Donovan's legs, purring and acting like he wasn't an utterly bitter and nasty creature.

      "He doesn't seem too bad to me." Donovan scratched the cat's ears and Morty rubbed his head against the man's hand, purring loudly and obviously loving the attention. "You just need someone to love on you, don't you?" he asked the cat as he sat down on my couch, making himself at home. Peering down at the dog that had done exactly the same thing, I decided these two boys were a little too comfortable in my house. I didn't want to admit that Morty's obvious affection for Donovan bothered me, but how could it not?

      "I've tried to pay attention to him, but he hates me." I worked to keep any hint of whiny tone out of my voice and felt like I did a pretty good job. I was just stating the facts. "He was my husband's cat
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