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CHAPTER 1


You Can Say That Again, She Said





I was doing the acrostic when the phone rang. I let the machine pick up. The dog on the tape barked three times. Someone sighed. I knew what that meant.


Alexander, I said into the receiver, turning the puzzle sideways so that I could take notes in the margin.


She said her name was Sophie Gordon and that someone who knew someone had given her my name. She waited then. I did, too. I turned the puzzle back the right way and filled in the answer to G, a four-letter word for the thread Theseus used to find his way out of the labyrinth.


The line was still silent. She seemed to need help getting started.


Whos dead? I asked.


Sorry? she said. My dog was shoving her leash onto my lap and knocked the phone out of my hand.


I repeated my question.


Oh, no one. This isnt that sort of case.



What sort is it?


I need you to find someone.


A relative?


Its a rather long story, and complicated, but Bianca will drive me crazy if I dont get her to the run. I was hoping I could tell it to you there.


The one in Washington Square Park?


Yes, that one.


I asked if fifteen minutes would be too soon. She said it wouldnt, it would be perfect, and told me shed be sitting on a bench on the east side of the run.


How will I know you?


You cant miss me, she said.


Why is that?


I have red hair.


That narrowed it down. Half the women over forty in the city had red hair. The other half were blond.


I thought that was it, but the line was still open.


Sophie?


I never thought Id find myself hiring a private investigator.


Thats the thing about life. You never know.


You can say that again, she said.


She must have put the radio on before she hung up the phone because suddenly I heard someone playing the piano, a haunting melody I couldnt place. Then the line went dead.


I didnt know much when I left to meet her at the park, just that her dog was probably white and that this wouldnt be one of my usual cases. It wasnt about someone dying. Im sure Sophie believed that. She seemed sincere. Unfortunately, she was mistaken.


The park was pretty empty for a Saturday. Maybe it was the unseasonably chilly weather, the wind knocking leaves off the trees and making them eddy in great circles on the paths. Or perhaps it was simply too early for the weekend crowds, couples who might have decided to have brunch before strolling in the park, fathers reading the paper before taking their kids to the playground, bums still sleeping in doorways before convening on the benches at the south end of the park, hoping to snag a beer, a cigarette, whatever they could. And it was way too early for the drug dealers and their clientele. They wouldnt be open for business for another few hours.


A young white bull terrier bitch met us at the inner gate of the dog run, spiriting Dashiell away the second I unhooked his leash. I looked around for Sophie.


She would have looked pretty ordinary, sitting there alone, diagonally across from the gate, her skin as pale as 2-percent milk, her eyes hidden behind small, round, tinted glasses. Except for the hair. This red didnt come out of a bottle; it was the real thing. With the sun hitting it, it looked as if it were on fire. If a hundred people had been at the run, with a hundred dogs running and playing, I still would have noticed Sophie.


It started two years ago, right here on this very bench, she said immediately after I introduced myself. I put out my hand to shake, but she left hers where it was, resting on her coat which, despite the chill in the air, was bunched up and lying to her right on the bench. Shed just nodded instead. I sat at her left, turning on the tape recorder that was in my jacket pocket.


Id come to the run to exercise Blanche. Shortly after I got here, a young woman, early twenties Id guess, sat down next to me and unhooked her dogs leash to let her go and mix, only the dog, a black mutt, a little bigger than Bianca but not as big as


Dash.



And not a purebred either, some terrier and God-knows-what-else, cute but sort of sad looking, too, well, she just sat there, not doing much of anything. It was almost as if she didnt know how to play with other dogs, poor thing. After a few minutes, shed backed up to my legs and was sitting on my shoes, just watching the other dogs, as if she thought shed been dropped on some alien planet. That was the first strange thing that happened that afternoon, but not the last, not by a long shot.


She turned to look at Bianca, who was giving Dashiell a run for his money. I looked at them, too. Bianca was young, as tall as she would get, but not yet as wide. I figured Blanche had died and now there was Bianca. But I didnt interrupt the story to ask.


After taking a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket, Sophie said, the woman began to talk, just dog-run talk at first, same as any other conversation youd have here, how nice it was that the Parks Department had put in the run, how important it was for city dogs to be able to socialize and run around safely off leash, how beautiful the day was. Then she noticed Blanches cape folded and lying on my lap. She asked me what it was and seemed really interested.


I told her that Blanche wore her cape most of the time, except when she was playing with other dogs. I told her it was a service dog cape, and I held it up and let it fall open so that she could see it, so that she could read the round patch Id sewn on the left side.


She read it out loudPlease dont pet me. Im workingthen asked if it was for real.


I told her it was. I tell everyone who asks. And they all do.


A service dog? she asked. She started to bite the skin next to one of her ragged nails. I remember wondering what was making her so nervous, or if that was just her typehigh-strung, one of those people whose motor seems to run too fast.


I pointed to the other end of the run, saying that Blanche was the white bull terrier who was teasing all the male dogs and then running away to get them to chase her. I said she was a seizure-alert dog and asked if she knew what that was?


Thats when she told me that I was the person shed been looking for.


I dont know why, but for a minute there, I got scared. I thought something was wrong, that somehow I was going to lose Blanche.


Why did you think that?


I dont know. It was just a feeling that came over me. But it passed quickly. When I asked her what she meant and she started to explain, well, what she told me was so fascinating that I forgot everything else. Even caution.


She said she didnt have my name, that The School for the Deaf wouldnt give it to her when she called, but that they said they would give me her number, and that it would be up to me if I wanted to call her back.


The School for the Deaf? Was she lip-reading?


I work there. Im a teacher.


I nodded, wondering when she was going to tell me whod gone missing.


But Dash was racing back and forth with Bianca and the sky was the kind of blue Id always thought youd have to live in Montana to see. So what if she took her time?


Id never gotten any message, Sophie told me. Maybe they just forgot to give it to me. Sometimes they get really busy. She shrugged. She told me her name was Lorna West. She even introduced her dog, Smitty. I thought it was a funny name for a girl dog, but the way she was sitting, with her legs straight out in front of her, her belly exposed, I had no trouble seeing she was a female. Shed turned her head then, right when Lorna said her name, and I remember how big and round and dark her eyes were, how shed looked first at Lorna, then at me, with this astonished expression on her face.


Heres why I was looking for you, Lorna said, scooting closer to me and lowering her voice. I work for Side by Side. Did you ever hear of it?


I told her I hadnt. She smiled and said she wasnt surprised. She said that the man behind it was very rich. But very private. She nodded for emphasis.


But what is it? I asked her. Whats it for?


And she said it was a charitable organization that supplies service dogs to disabled people who need them.


I wondered why she was whispering. For a minute, I thought she was going to hit me up for a contribution, but I didnt say anything about that. Instead I asked her if it was like the Seeing Eye or Canine Companions for Independence.


Not exactly, she said, and she took a cigarette out of the pack and lit it. I moved away a little, to get away from the smoke. It must have bothered Smitty, too. She sneezed, then moved right with me. But Lorna didnt seem to notice.


Did she explain?


Sophie nodded and then looked toward the part of the run where Bianca and Dashiell were rolling around, both grinning and in dead earnest, the way bull and terrier dogs love to play.


She told me shed called The School for the Deaf because Side by Side was looking for service dogs with gifts, you know, an inborn ability to do something.



As opposed to dogs that are trained to help with a disability, I said.


Exactly. She said she thought shed find dogs like that there, dogs who knew to inform their deaf owners when someone was knocking at the door, the phone was ringing, or the alarm clock was going off. She told them Side by Side was doing a survey, some public-service thing, tracking how the owners had discovered their dogs abilities. And whoever she spoke with told her that only a few of the kids used dogs, but that hearing-alert dogs are trained at special schools and that not every dog, but a great number of dogs, particularly lively ones, could be trained to do the work. It was a matter of education, not a matter of talent, as it were.


So she said she thanked the woman and was about to hang up when the woman told her that one of the teachers, meaning me, had a seizure-alert dog, that seizure response could be taught to a variety of dogs but that no one had yet figured out a way to teach seizure alert. Once someone began to seizure, you could get the dog to stay with them until it was over, no problem. But as far as alerting prior to the onset of a seizure, either a dog knew when one was coming and warned his owner or he didnt.


She said shed gotten all excited and said that that was just what they needed for their survey and could she talk to me, and that the woman shed spoken to said no, that I was teaching, but that she would give me Lornas name and number and I could call if I wanted to. It would be up to me. But then Lorna said, That was a lie.


What was? I asked her.


Thats exactly what I asked. About the survey, she said. The real thing were doing, its top secret and we dont want it to get around.



Thats when I got that funny feeling again. But what she told me then, well. You see, Blanche was nine at the time, and she had some arthritis in her elbows. Crepitus, the vet called it. What it meant was that on rainy days, and when it was cold, she limped pretty badly.


Sophie stopped and pulled a wad of tissues out of her coat pocket and blew her nose. She wore her long red hair loose, the bangs so long they covered her eyebrows, touching the frames of those small, round glasses. She looked across the run at Bianca and began shaking her head.


Is she?


Blanche? Oh, no. Shes right here.


Thats when I realized that Sophies coat wasnt bunched up. It had been spread out under and over her old dog, to keep her warm.


Shes eleven and a half, Sophie said, dropping her voice to a whisper as she peeled back a corner of the coat and showed me a glimpse of her sleeping bull terrier before carefully covering her face again. All this running around is much too much for her, but Bianca cant get through the day without serious exercise. On workdays, its worse, because Blanche is with me at school, so I have a dog walker who brings Bianca here for an hour or two of roughhousing. Without that, shed keep annoying Blanche when we got home, trying to get her to play. Well, she still does, but not as much.


Dash and Bianca were standing up now, face-to-face, paws on each others shoulders, all but breathing fire at each other. When their front feet hit the dirt, Bianca took off, Dash in hot pursuit, his tongue lolling out to the side. I thought I might have to hose him down before the afternoon was over.


So what did Lorna tell you next?


Well, it got pretty amazing. She said that the founder of Side by Side was after a dog like Blanche. She turned slightly away then so that she wouldnt blow smoke right in my face. Smitty sneezed again, I remember, and I was thinking about how bad it would be for a seizure-alert dog to be around cigarette smoke. No ones one hundred percent positive, but its thought they work on scent, you know, from chemical changes in the brain, that thats how they can tell troubles coming.


I nodded.


Then Lorna asked me how old Blanche was. The longer we talked, the more businesslike and less nervous she became.


Nine, I told her, almost nine and a half. Then Id looked at Blanche and she was limping over to the water bucket. All that running, getting the boys to chase her, her favorite game, but she was getting too old for it, even two years ago.


Lorna said, Nine. Getting on, for a bull terrier.


I turned back to her then and watched as she dropped the cigarette and didnt bother to grind it out even though we were at the dog run. Her face was hard, almost mask-like. For a moment, I wanted to leave, not even say good-bye, just get up and go. But when she looked back at me, her expression had changed. Her face was full of concern. It threw me. And I stayed.


She went on. She said that what theyd like to do is make sure I always have a Blanche when I need one. She leaned toward me, talking softly, reaching out and touching my arm. She said her employer, who is a very charitable man, would like other people with epilepsy to have a dog as skilled as Blanche. Youd like that, too, she said, wouldnt you?


I didnt say anything right away. I just looked at her, those gnawed nails and her nicotine-stained fingers, her scowly little face, trying to look all warm and concerned now; the way she seemed hunched into her coat, as if it was too light for the weather; and the dog, how Lorna never paid attention to her, never touched her and how Smitty sat there all that time, just watching and not playing. Maybe theyre just two of a kind, Id thought, feeling, whatever it was she wanted, I didnt want any part of it.


A Blanche, shed said. What an odd thing to say. I started thinking of some excuse I could make to get away from her. But once again, I didnt leave. She shook her head.


What did you do?


Sophie shrugged. I asked her to elaborate. So she did. She asked if Id read about some of this in the paper, about Dolly, the sheep that was


You mean, you want to clone Blanche? I said astonished to hear those words coming out of my mouth.


We do, she said. Just like that. And whats more, we can.


I turned from Sophie to look at the dogs. Dashiell was at the water bucket where hed tanked up and then laid down on the wet earth, his big mouth open, his big tongue hanging out. Bianca was leaning on him, as if he were a cushion.


When I looked back at Sophie, she was nodding.


I should have gotten up then, told her I wished her luck with whatever it was she needed me to do, but that I wasnt interested. Clearly, I should have said I wasnt the right person for this job.


Hell, Id just gotten my arm out of a cast.


I had to get my winter clothes out of mothballs, too.


Or, at least I would have, had I bothered to put them away in the first place.


Still, who had the time?



Cloning? No way. If someone was cloning dogs, I didnt want to know about it.


Thats what I should have said.


But I didnt.


What was the problem? I kept asking myself. My arm was healed, I certainly could have used the money, and, at the time, things seemed benign, not the usual scenario in my business. Most of my work comes shortly after someones life has been snatched away, often brutally, and always before it was time. Of course there are those who would argue with that statement, who would say that if life ends, then it is time. Is is, my former employer Frank Petrie used to say. But in this case, I disagree. When a life should end is not a decision one human being should be making about another, especially when that decision is informed by vengeance, hate, possessiveness, or greed.


This was different.


Or so she said.


So I didnt walk away. I said, Tell me more.


And she did.


Then, later, I said, Tell me what you need me to do.


She told me that, too.


We sat there so long that dozens of dogs and their owners came and went, the dogs having run around, gotten into mild squabbles and made up, and finally gotten tired enough to leave, Sophie talking all the while, me listening and changing the tape several times so that I wouldnt miss recording anything. After a long while, even Dash and Bianca quit playing. For the last hour of our conversation, they were asleep in the space between the bench and the fence, Biancas head on Dashs side as if theyd known each other forever.


Two more times during that long afternoon, as I sat and listened, I wanted to excuse myself and leave. It was the weirdest story Id ever heard and one, I had the feeling, I would regret, more than once in the weeks to come, having listened to. Even then, right there at the dog run, I began thinking about issues that made me really uncomfortable, that shook me to my very soul and threatened to alter everything I ever thought I knew before this conversation took place, before I met Sophie Gordon. As she talked and I listened, I told myself it would be smarter to not get involved, to just plain quit. But, like Sophie, I couldnt walk away from it. And curiosity was only one of the reasons why.


Id been only seven and a half when my father died. He had gone to work that day as he always did, and come home right on time. After dinner, hed played chess with me and listened to Lili read a story shed written for school. Later hed come to my room to kiss me good night. Then hed gotten into his own bed to read before going to sleepFor Whom the Bell Tolls, which hed taken out of the library the weekend before. When his eyes had grown tired, hed kissed my mother and turned off the lamp. In the morning, she couldnt wake him.


For several weeks, the book my father had been reading lay on his nightstand, just where hed left it, an empty envelope holding his place. When my mother finally returned it to the library, Id cried and cried, as if the continued presence of the book on his nightstand meant death was only a temporary condition. For the longest time, nights when I refused to let myself fall asleep for fear that, like my father, Id never wake up, I imagined my father miraculously returning, looking for his book and feeling disappointed to find he couldnt finish what hed started.


So now, all these years later, even if my client is dead, and theres no one to answer to, and no one to pay my fee, Im doing what I was asked to do. Despite the fact that part of me doesnt want to know the answers Im risking my life to find out, I have trouble leaving things unfinished, even things that, God knows, I never should have started in the first place.













CHAPTER 2


We Know Everything We Have To Know, She Said





It was a good thing Smitty was leaning against my legs because, as you might imagine, I felt as if I might float away without her weight there to ground me. I was flabbergasted.


But intrigued enough to stay.


Yes. I was. You see, once Blanche had been diagnosed with arthritis, I was forced to face the possibility of losing her.


I raised a hand to interrupt, but Sophie went right on.


Oh, I dont mean I was contemplating the ultimate loss. I had every reason to believe that was years away. It was the loss of her ability to help me that worried me. If the day came that she was in a lot of pain and I couldnt help her feel better, I figured her own troubles would fill her consciousness and she would no longer be able to concentrate on me enough to warn me when a seizure was coming.



That makes sense, I said.


Before Blanche, I used to just black out, no matter where I was. Some epileptics get warnings, a feeling that something awful is going to happen. But I dont. Im not aware of anything until I wake up, sometimes bruised and banged up, sometimes with strangers around me, staring at me with a mixture of concern and Sophie turned away for a moment. Revulsion, she whispered. Even fear, the knowledge that what they are witnessing might happen to them. You know how people are. They dont want to hear about. She lifted one hand into the air. But that was before Blanche. Now, in fact, I can avoid most seizures because she lets me know theyre coming, so I can take a pill. And if the medication doesnt workit doesnt, alwaysbecause Blanche has warned me, I can almost always take myself out of harms way. When I wake up, instead of a bunch of strangers, theres Blanche, lying next to me and licking my face. She slid her fingers under her glasses to wipe her eyes. Shes the most beautiful thing Ive ever seen in my life, Rachel. I could never put into words how much I love my dog. Nor how grateful I am to have her in my life.


I looked over at Dashiell for a moment, then nodded at Sophie.


How could she have turned away from Lorna and gone home?


How could she have said no to such a tantalizing offer?


On the other hand, what exactly would Side by Side give her?


I tried to remember how long ago Id read that article in the Times, the one about the wealthy couple who had agreed to pay 2.3 million dollars to Texas A & M University, to the scientists who had promised to clone their dog, Missy, a part Border collie mutt. At first, like everyone else, I guess, I thought the whole idea was crazy, either a joke or a scam to get a ton of money from some very rich, very naive people.


But then the Times was full of news about cloning, news that made the idea of cloning a dog not only seem plausible, but inevitable. Thered been the piece on the successful cloning of stem cells, the stuff of life. And then the disturbing piece about a human nucleus growing in a cow egg whose own nucleus had been removed, inspiring thoughts of half-human, half-animal monsters when, in fact, the cow egg was merely a cheap and easy way to harvest a host for the human nucleus, which, as it grew, displaced all signs of cowness. Still, it had gotten President Clintons attention, and that of ethicists all over the nation. There was already a ban on using government funds for research on cloning. What else would be banned, and done anyway with private funding, was anyones guess.


After this later news, Id wondered again about the Missyplicity Project, as the attempt to clone the pet dog had been called. With each article in the paper about other attempts at cloning, the plan to clone Missy seemed less like science fiction and more like science.


But what would those anonymous rich people think when they got their cloned dog? They loved their pet enough that they were willing to spend a fortune for a carbon copy of her, something, I thought, a surprising number of pet owners might do, if they had the means. But werent they bound to be mighty disappointed when they got what theyd paid for? No matter what they did, the clone would never be the real thing. She wouldnt be Missy.


With sheep, it wouldnt matter. The scientists in Scotland were funded by a pharmaceutical company that wanted to clone sheep that were able to produce a certain drug in their milk. You could say it had to do with profits. Or you could say it was altruistic, that the company wanted enough of a supply of a necessary medication to meet the demand. Either way, no one gave a damn about what Dollys personality would be, if shed have the same little quirks and endearing habits as the original, all the things that had made her separate, different, and better than any other sheep around.


Dolly wasnt a pet. No one shared their bed with her, loved the sound she made chewing her food, told her what was in their heart.


That wasnt true for Blanche. True, she was a service dog and performed an important function for her owner. But she was family, too. Who she was counted for as much as what she did.


Was that what all this was about, I wondered as I waited to hear the rest of the storySophies disappointment, that despite the fact that Blanche had been cloned, Bianca was simply her own dog?


And if so, what was I supposed to do about it? But I wouldnt have the answer to that question until it had turned dark and almost everyone had taken his dog and gone home.


Go back to when you met Lorna, I said. Tell me exactly what the deal was. Tell me how they got the cells, how long it took, what they told you along the way. Tell me how you felt when they gave you Bianca. Tell me everything.


Sophie smiled. Then youll help me?


I didnt say. But when I reached out and touched her hand, we both knew what my answer to her question was likely to be.


Lorna said theyd need a blood sample and some cells theyd scrape from the inside of Blanches cheek, no big deal and far less stressful than her annual checkup. She said they wanted to clone three puppies. Three little Blanches. She said Id get one, and the other two would go to people who needed a seizure-alert dog but didnt have one. She asked if Id agree to that and I nodded, too stunned to speak. Then she asked if Id meet her the following Sunday, at a veterinary office on the corner of Horatio and Washington, at ten in the morning. I said I would. I didnt know that part of the Village well, but Lorna said shed be there. Shed meet me and take me in, no problem.


I took exception to the wording of that, but didnt say so. I was so happy all week. You know the feeling. It was like when I decided to get Blanche. Even before I found her, I was happy all the time just thinking about it.


Did you get her from one of the schools that provide service dogs for people with disabilities?


No, thats the interesting thing. Id never heard of seizure-alert dogs. Besides, the schools usually can provide only seizure-response dogs. I mean, that was the whole point of the cloning, wasnt it? To reproduce an ability that cant be taught, thats inborn. But I just wanted a pet. I was lonely. When I wasnt at work, I was staying in more than most people because when I went out, there was always the danger of a seizure, anywhere, at any time, with no notice at all. I thought that if I had a pet dog, Id feel safer and better just having her with me, or knowing she was waiting for me at home.


But what about at work? Werent you in danger of having seizures there? I was wondering how she held a job, especially a teaching job.


Yes, but the amazing thing is, its happened only once. And that time, it wasnt in front of my class. I think its because Im so happy teaching. I love the kids and I love the work. I feel so useful and appreciated. Of course, thats hardly scientific.


But its your experience.


It is.


Go back to the puppy.


Oh, I couldnt get a puppy. I was gone too much of the day. I got in touch with a bull terrier rescue organization, because I knew I wanted a bully, I always had, ever since I can remember. And three months later, I got Blanche. She was two years old when I adopted her.


Did she alert right away?


No. Well, yes, but I wasnt aware that anything unusual was happening. I didnt get what she was doing. It wasnt until the third time that I understood. Thats when I realized that having Blanche was going to change my life entirely.


She put her fingers to her lips, as if she was thinking about what to say next.


I didnt realize quite how depressed Id been, not until it was nearly over. Once I understood what she was doing and that it would give me the freedom to come and go almost like an ordinary person, I let myself see how limited my life had been before Blanche.


Sophies face had changed as she talked about Blanche. Shed even brushed her bangs away and was holding her head up higher. I heard the tape recorder stop and asked Sophie if shed wait a moment while I turned the tape over.


Its just for me, I told her, so I wont forget any detail.


She nodded. People will say astonishing things to virtual strangers, but some clam up if youre recording them. Not Sophie. She was so into the story by now that Im not sure she gave any thought to the fact that I was taping.



Once I knew that when a seizure was coming, Blanche would let me know and I could take a pill and often ward it off, I became so euphoric, there was no stopping me. I decided I deserved the one other thing I craved besides a dog. A garden. I thought life would be perfect if only I could plant things, and if Blanche could be out of doors whenever she wanted to, even if I wasnt feeling so well.


It took me nine weeks to find the new apartment, almost as long as it took to locate Blanche. Its just a block and a half from here. Sophie smiled proudly. We have a small bedroom with a weird little bathroom off it, a tiny kitchenbut big enough for usand a living room, everything facing the garden. Its perfect for us, exactly what we need. The garden is actually bigger than the apartment, with an ivy-covered brick wall in the back. Oh, its just beautiful. I knew I wanted it the moment I saw it.


And then the agent said no dogs.


But by then Id had Blanche registered as a service dog with the Department of Health and its not legal to deny an apartment to someone with a disability because they use a service dog, so after a couple of tense days, they told me, yes, I could move in, the apartment was mine.


A smooth fox terrier was trying to get involved in Dash and Biancas folie  deux, but they wouldnt give her the time of day. They were too busy digging to China, as my father used to say when my sister, Lili, and I would dig at the beach. Id have to fill in the hole before I left, but they were having much too much fun for me to stop them then.


So, I said to Sophie, when the week passed, you walked over to Horatio and Washington and met Lorna?


I knew that part of the Village well. It was the cusp of the meatpacking district, the favored area for the late-night parade of transvestite hookers and denizens of the popular motorcycle bar Hogs and Heifers. Id once poked my head in there to see their famous bra collection, one of them supposedly slipped off and tossed onto the rack over the bar by Julia Roberts. Id seen the meat markets, too, carcasses hanging outside like clothes at the dry cleaners, and the new galleries and restaurants opening along Fourteenth Street, signifying a neighborhood in transition, but a vets office? No way. Sure, there were men in white coats, but they were butchers. Maybe the office was less obvious than the one on Washington and Perry, which had big glass windows with oversize paw prints on them and a prominent sign, or the one on the corner of Tenth Avenue and Twenty-second Street, animals painted on the side of the building, where I take Dashiell.


Lorna was waiting for me when I got there, smoking a cigarette and doing a little dance to keep warm. I didnt see any sign outside, but I followed her in and in the back of the first floor there was a sign on the door that said Horatio Street Veterinary Practice on it.


It looked more like a doctors office. You know how theyre always on the ground floor. She shrugged. But Lorna said, Here we are, and took out a bunch of keys and unlocked the door. So I figured it was the right place. There was no one in the waiting area. Well, there wouldnt be. It was Sunday. And shed already told me this was top secret. Shed stressed that.


Did she say why?


Yesbecause people are so negative about cloning. Side by Side is trying to do a world of good for people in need, but if the story got out, you can imagine the press. Theyd never be able to raise another dime.


I thought there was this one rich guy behind it.


In the future, Rachel. Even the Seeing Eye does fundraising now. Endowments cant last forever, not with something this expensive. They had to think ahead if they were going to be able to continue with the work, if they were going to survive.


So, the veterinarian came out and explained the procedure to you?


I didnt actually get to meet the veterinarian. As soon as we were inside, Lorna locked the door behind us, then took Blanches leash out of my hand and headed for the door on the other side of the waiting room. Wait here, she said. This will take only a minute.


Id never allowed anyone to work on my dog without me being there, unless it was surgery, like when Blanche was spayed. But I was


Hooked?


Sophie nodded.


And it was so fast, the way she took her and walked away, but also, what shed said was true. She and Blanche were back in no time and Blanche didnt look any the worse for wear. She put her paws on my legs, then up on my shoulders, and laid her big face against my cheek. I could feel her tail slapping against my legs. Everything seemed normal.


And then?


Lorna took me out, locked the door, and said Id hear from her when my puppy was ready. I wanted more. I wanted to know where the cloning was going to take place, was it there, at that office, or at some lab, and who the surrogate mother would be, what kind of dog, what breed, and I wanted to know when the pregnancy took so I could count the weeks until my puppy was born and then count the weeks until I got her, but I just stood there on the corner, dumbfounded by it all. I thought, Be quiet, be grateful, dont look a gift horse in the mouth.



I wondered why she hadnt thought, If it looks too good to be true, it probably is.


Lorna lit a cigarette and then gave me a little wave. See ya, she said. And walked away. I didnt have anything, not a piece of paper, not a phone numbernothing. In fact, Lornad said shed call me, but shed never asked for my phone number. And its unlisted. So I began to think it was some sort of scam. But what? They hadnt asked me for any money. And whatever theyd done to Blanche had taken only a few minutes and Blanche appeared to be fine. So I just stood there, long after Lorna had left. And then, disheartened, I went home.


Seven and a half months later, I got a phone call from Lorna.


At work or at home?


At home. Dont ask me how, I dont know. Maybe she has a relative at the phone company. Sophie shrugged. She said, When are you going to the run next? But she didnt wait for an answer. She just said, I can meet you there with your puppy.


I leaned forward, literally as well as figuratively drawn into Sophies story.


I was so stunned, Sophie said, all I could think to say was that she shouldnt bring the puppy into the run. Too many germs, I blurted out. Meet me at the fountain instead. She agreed and we made a time. When I hung up, my heart was pounding so fast that Blanche came over, her forehead crazed with wrinkles, then she backed up and barked, as confused, I guess, as I felt.


That was a Sunday, too. I got there first, looked all around and didnt see her. So, of course, I began to think it was a gag, a pretty elaborate one, and that she wasnt coming at all.



But then I saw her. She was carrying Bianca in her arms. As she approached, I looked down at Blanche, then back at Bianca. She was like a miniature of my dog, the same in every way.


Wouldnt any white bull terrier look pretty much like any other white bull terrier? Isnt that the whole point of having a standard? But I kept that thought to myself.


She handed me the puppy and took a pack of cigarettes out of her coat pocket, scowling at them before taking one out. Will you need me to report to you? Or to anyone? I asked. I felt foolish. I was acting as if I was in a spy movie. Maybe shed hand me a tape with my instructions and it would self-destruct after I played it. I didnt know what to think. Or what to say.


We know everything we have to know, she said. She put the cigarette in her mouth and began to fish around in her pocket for matches. Under the cellophane, I told her. Isnt it weird that I remember that? But I do. I remember everythingwhat the sky looked like, how there was a guy on Rollerblades in the dry fountain, headphones on, singing and dancing, his arms up, his eyes squeezed closed. And this homeless man with torn rags wrapped around his feet, his skin all encrusted with grime, staring at me and the dogs. He looked so poor and I felt so rich.


Lorna lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply, as if she was hungrylike that poor man must have beenand the smoke would fill her up. She blew a long stream out toward the center of the fountain. Anyway, we know where to find you if we have any questions.


There were three? I asked her. She didnt seem to hear me. There are two more Blanche puppies? Yeah, sure, two more, she said. But you only get one. She was one strange lady. She just turned to go. How old is my puppy? I asked after her. Eight weeks today, she said without turning around. Has she had shots? Lorna turned back, dug around in her pockets, and handed me a piece of paper. Before Id unfolded it to see the list of inoculations and dates, shed started to walk away again. Thank you, Lorna, I called after her. Thank them for me, will you? She raised the hand with the cigarette and gave a little wave. That was the last I saw of her.


No phone calls? No nothing?


Uh-uh. Nothing.


And when was that, the day you got Bianca?


Fourteen months ago.


That made Bianca sixteen months old. No wonder she had so much energy.


I believed her. I believed all of it, at least once I got Bianca I did.


And now?


She didnt answer my question. Now I have to locate Side by Side, she said.


How come?


When a seizure is coming, Blanche will get real close to me with this concerned look on her face. First she licks my hand, almost frantically. If Im sittingat school, or on the bus, or at homeshell crawl up onto my lap and start that frantic, worried licking on my face. Then she jumps off and starts pulling on me, to get me to my bed, or just down on the floor. I always have the pills with me, on me, in a pocket or a little pouch. So I take one out and as soon as Blanche sees the pill, even before I put it in my mouth, she calms down, sighs, and waits for me to lie down. Then she lies down next to me and waits it out. If a seizure starts even though Ive taken the pill, she gets on top of me and licks my face until I wake up again.


What if youre out walking?


Shell stop. Its like trying to get a building to move. She just wont go. And when I tug, or turn to look at her, she starts to whine and pull toward home. If Im not close enough to get home and lie down, I take a pill and find a place to sit down until it passes.


What about Bianca, how does she alert you? The same way?


Thats just what I was about to tell you, Rachel. She doesnt. She doesnt alert me at all. For a while, I thought theyd given me the wrong dog, just any white bull terrier, not a clone. But for the life of me I couldnt think of why someone would pretend to clone my dog and then hand me a free, uncloned purebred bull terrier pup. Its not as if I paid to have this done and they had to produce a pup to keep my money.


There was never any question of that, any suggestion that you pay or contribute, nothing like that?


She shook her head.


Did they talk about your estate, about mentioning Side by Side in your will?


Sophie laughed. Estate? Youve got to be kidding. There is none. I only have what I earn and I spend every cent of that by the time the next paycheck is due. I only teach for three hours a day, Rachel, because of Her voice trailed off. When my kids take art and gym, I get to eat a snack and lie down. If not, thered be no way I could do what I do. What I get paid, its barely enough to live on. When I can, I do little extra jobs, mostly for the dogs, for special food for them and to pay for Biancas walker. Hes much, much cheaper than all the other Village walkers, but still, by the end of the month, it adds up.


I nodded. So, no money up front and no request to bequeath them anything.


What was the catch?



After a couple of months of worrying, I decided I needed some answers.


Did you try to find Lorna then?


Sophie took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes, then put them back on quickly. Id heard that light bothers some epileptics, but she apparently spent a lot of time outside with the dogs. Maybe she was just tired.


No, I didnt. I took Blanche and Bianca to a vet and asked for a DNA test.


A vet?


Sophie exhaled. I didnt want to go to our regular vet, just in case.


In case what?


I didnt want to be laughed at. I didnt want someone I had to deal with thinking I was crazy. Even with the new vet, I lied. I didnt ask him to please have my dogs tested to see if one of them was a clone of the other.


What did you ask?


I said Id gotten both girls from the same breeder and that his practices were being challenged by the AKC, a question of parentage that might put Biancas papers in jeopardy. I said Id been told that Blanche was Biancas mother, and I wanted to know for sure.


And?


He asked me what difference it made now. He said, Dont you love your dogs?


I said I did, but that I was thinking of breeding Bianca and I wouldnt get a fair price for her puppies if she lost her registration. I said I had to be sure of her parentage before I bred her, that the test would give me something to take to the AKC.


Or it wouldnt, he said.


Exactly, I told him. Either way, I have to know.



Did he do it?


She nodded. He shrugged and took cheek swabs. He said he had to send them to Michigan State, to their DNA lab. He said it would take a few weeks and that hed call me. Then, as an afterthought, he said he hoped I got the results I was after. I was glad he wasnt my regular vet.


And?


The report came back saying, gee, this is very rare, but it appears that Blanche and Bianca have identical genetic markers.


So she is a clone.


Thats not the conclusion the vet came to. He said the lab must have made a mistake. He said the markers couldnt be identical. Then he explained the facts of life to me, as if I was an idiot. The offspring gets fifty percent of its genes from the motherthat would be Blancheand fifty percent from the father, he said. The pattern is random, which genes each pup will get from its mother and which from the father. But in this case, it appears your dog has no father. Before I could say anything, he said, Oh, sure, its possible to have all the markers identical, but so rare as to be suspect. He said they must have tested one dogs samples twice. He apologized for the labs error and the delay it would cause and suggested we run the tests again.


And you said?


I told him it wasnt an error. Then I made the mistake of telling him why.


And he said?


Thats not the point. The point is that I need you to find the people at Side by Side for me, Rachel, this Lorna West person and whoever she works for. Theyre spending God knows how much money on this project and the seizure-alert ability doesnt come through. They ought to be told that, that its probably not an inheritable ability. Theyre going to break the hearts of whoever they gave those other puppies to. And their own as well. I have to find them and tell them. You will help me, wont you?


I sat there for a while, saying nothing. Then I turned and looked at Bianca, asleep behind the bench, so hidden in shadow that she looked like a gray dog, not a white one. Or was that just dirt?


Sure, scientists had cloned a sheep, some mice, and some cows. And the South Koreans claimed to have produced the first stages of a human embryo, then theyd halted the experiment for ethical reasons. Still, this was all too fantastic to believe, that someone would be willing to spend millions to clone dogs for other people, out of the goodness of his heart.


Or did he think that once hed accomplished this, cloning dogs with special abilities would be worth money? Was he planning on, lets say, cloning Morris the cat, Lassie, Benji? A triple-crown-winning racehorse? Was that it? Was it about money after all?


Can I think this over? I asked, the only sensible idea Id had all day.


Well, sure. She stood and picked up Biancas leash from where it lay next to her on the bench. If you feel you have to.


When she turned to look at me, I saw there were tears in her eyes.


Sophie, I


No, I understand. That vet didnt believe the story either. He had a good laugh at my expense. When he pulled himself together, he told me cloning dogs was not commercially viable. You lose a lot of embryos, he said, and its very expensive. He said that either the dogs were from totally inbred strains or there was a mix-up at the lab.



She gently unwrapped Blanche, who I could now see was wearing the red service-dog vest. She was stiff when she stood, but her tail began to wag as soon as she was up. She was a fantastic-looking dog, that great egg head with a flush of pink along the slope of her nose where the fur was nearly negligible. The only other color, aside from the black of her nose, the dark area right under it, and her small, deepset, dark eyes, was a single black spot at the lower-outside corner of her right eye, like a smudge of mascara.


Ill call you tomorrow with an answer, I said. I promise.


Sophie blinked. One tear fell.


She called to Bianca, and when the pup lifted her head, I got to see her up close for the first time, the wondrous stand-up ears, the great, broad Roman nose, the no-frills dark eyes, and the big goofy mouth, open in a smile. And the single black spot, like an ink blot, at the lower-outside corner of her right eye. The spot was pinched in near the eye and rounded at the bottom, exactly like the one under Blanches right eye. They both had smudges of black under their noses, too, square mustaches that made them seem even more comical than they already did, looking at me with their small, pig eyes, both their heads cocked toward their left. Except for girth, which reflected their age difference, they surely seemed to be identical.


Not knowing what to think, I glanced over at Dashiell, who was grinning, as if he knew a secret. Then I looked back at the two bullies, sitting hip to hip, waiting for Sophie to get her coat on.


Well, isnt that what took the seven and a half months, I thought, finding a puppy with just the perfect markings?


I looked at Blanche, then at Bianca. Then back and forth again.



Lets go get some food, I said. Im starving.


Sophie just stared at me, puzzled.


I get five hundred and fifty a day plus expenses, with a weeks fee in advance, I told her. I know its steep, but Im worth it. Besides, it includes Dashiells services.


I bent down to pet the dogs and take a closer look while she thought it over.


She said, Thats okay. I figured it would be around that. Ive been saving up.


For the first time, there were no questions about Dashs fee. If anyone knew how valuable a partner a dog could be, it was Sophie Gordon, my new client.
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