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The	Apology
10/20/15

Dog	Diary

Tuesday,	4:00	a.m.
Dear	Ms.	Doherty,
I	am	mortified.

The	 fidgeting,	 the	 inappropriate	 laughter,	 the	 lurch	 that	 knocked	 you
headfirst	 into	 the	 beveled	 glass	 door—good	 God!	 I’m	 wincing	 even	 now.
Once	 free	 of	me,	 did	 you	 stumble	 to	 your	 Jeep,	 fingers	 exploring	 the	 new
lump	on	your	brow,	lips	raining	Gaelic	curses	on	my	head?

I	hope	not	the	last.

My	 behavior	 last	 night	 to	 the	 contrary,	 I	 do	 not	 have	 a	 brain	 tumor,
schizophrenia,	 or	Tourette’s—though	 you	 could	 bunch	 them	 together	 into
an	ailment	turducken,	serve	it	with	a	side	of	Asperger’s	and	a	woodsy	Merlot,
and	it	would	still	be	less	awkward	to	explain	than	the	truth.

I’ve	 been	 searching	 for	 a	 skillful	mix	 of	words	 to	 somehow	make	myself
sound	charming	and	quirky,	but	I	see	there’s	no	sweetening	the	pot	so	I	will
have	to	say	it	plain:

I	acted	like	a	total	nut	job	for	no	other	reason	than	the	color	of	your	hair.

(Again:	Mortified.)

For	 making	 you	 wait	 on	 the	 stoop,	 for	 all	 my	 social	 blunders,	 and
especially	 for	 the	new	 lump	between	 your	 eyes	 that	 doubtless	 has	 its	 own
heartbeat	by	now,	you	deserve	not	just	an	apology	but	an	explanation.	Here’s
the	best	I	can	offer:

When	I	was	sixteen	I	had	something	between	a	fantasy	and	a	dream	that
involved	 mythological	 characters,	 sorcery,	 the	 Inquisition,	 and	 redheaded
girls.	It	wasn’t	the	first	time	teenage	testosterone	led	me	down	a	lurid	path,



but	it	was	the	only	time	I	found	myself	a	helpless	bystander,	unable	to	steer,
brake,	or	turn	away.	It	was	during	this	semi-delirious	state	that	I	became	the
lone	witness	to	an	epic	and	clandestine	ceremony.

One	that	no	mortal	male	was	meant	to	see.

Moments	later,	my	sister	banged	on	my	door	to	remind	me	it	was	time	to
drive	her	to	soccer.	As	we	crossed	the	first	intersection	our	car	was	violently
T-boned	on	the	driver’s	side.	My	sister	was	okay,	but	I	suffered	cracked	ribs,
a	broken	nose,	and	a	concussion.	As	 I	stumbled	to	 the	curb	and	collapsed,
the	driver	 of	 the	 other	 car	 rushed	over.	 “I	 don’t	 know	what	happened!”	 he
cried.	“I	was	slamming	on	the	brake,	I	swear	it!”

He	 turned	 away	 to	 call	 for	 an	 ambulance,	 and	 a	 little	 girl	 with	 red	 hair
jumped	out	the	open	door	of	his	car	and	headed	my	way.	She	was	no	more
than	 four	 years	 old,	 yet	 I’d	 never	 seen	 a	more	 solemn	 face	 or	 felt	 eyes	 as
intense	upon	me.	She	stopped	at	my	feet	and	pointed	at	my	face.	“You,”	she
said,	her	voice	so	full	of	portent	that	I	felt	the	blood	halt	in	my	veins,	“need	to
be	more	careful.”

She	walked	back	to	the	car.	She	turned,	lifted	her	arm,	and	pointed	at	me
again.

It	was	a	warning.	Meekly,	I	nodded.	We	understood	each	other,	she	and	I.
What	 I’d	 seen	 in	 that	 fantasy-dream,	what	 I	 knew	 about	 redheads,	 had	 to
remain	a	secret.

Logic	would	have	it	that	the	little	girl	couldn’t	possibly	know	that	I	was	the
uninvited	and	unwelcome	witness	 to	 the	clandestine	ceremony	of	her	 red-
headed	ancestors.	Logically	she	could	not	have	caused	her	father’s	brakes	to
fail.	And	all	that	good	logic	would	have	won	out	long	before	my	nose	and	ribs
had	healed,	except	for	the	last,	critical	element	to	my	story.

By	 the	next	morning	 I	had	been	cursed	with	a	new	malady.	One	 that	no
one	could	see.

One	that	plagues	me	to	this	day.

Ms.	 Doherty,	 I	 know	 the	 fantasy-dream	 was	 just	 a	 figment	 of	 my
imagination.	 I	 do.	 But	 the	 sixteen-year-old	 version	 of	me	 could	 not	 ignore
the	timing	of	that	Technicolor	Figment	to	my	accident,	the	creepy	kid,	and
my	 unfortunate	 new	 malady.	 By	 the	 next	 morning	 red	 hair,	 supernatural



powers	 and	 punishment	 had	 congealed	 together	 and	 cured	 like	 a	 resin
marble	 in	my	brain.	On	 the	 slightest	 chance	 that	my	accident	 and	malady
were	indeed	the	result	of	irking	the	mystic	world,	it	became	vitally	important
that	I	never	do	it	again.

Avoiding	 mythological	 characters	 and	 members	 of	 the	 Inquisition	 in
twenty-first	century	L.A.	 is	a	cinch.	Redheaded	women,	however,	still	 freely
walk	the	earth.	When	I	see	one	I	skirt	around	her	as	I	would	an	open	sewer
grate.

It’s	 not	 that	 inconvenient.	 Your	 kind	 is	 relatively	 rare	 and	 easy	 to	 spot.
Sometimes	 I	 have	 to	wait	 for	 a	 different	 bank	 teller,	 or	 change	 tables	 at	 a
restaurant.	I’ve	excused	myself	from	a	few	dinner	parties.	I	don’t	go	on	blind
dates.	I	…	Well,	you	get	the	picture.	I’ve	been	at	it	so	long	it’s	as	mindless	as
the	way	I	tie	my	shoes.	And	until	you	appeared	at	my	door,	I	was	batting	a
thousand.

Ms.	Doherty,	I	beg	you,	please,	do	not	be	insulted.	Mine	is	hardly	the	kind
of	prejudice	where	I	think	myself	superior	in	any	way.	Instead,	I	hope	you	see
it	 for	what	 it	 is—a	respectful	homage	 to	 the	ancestral	powers	 I	 can’t	quite
believe	you	don’t	possess.

(As	I	said:	A	nut	job.)

On	 the	 odd	 chance	 you	 haven’t	 already	 dropped	 this	 diary	 from	 your
hands	 and	 leapt	 on	 the	 first	 plane	 back	 to	 Ireland,	 let	me	 apologize	 again
and	say	that	I	still	want	you	to	walk	my	dogs.	But	for	the	sake	of	my	blood
pressure	and	the	health	of	your	forehead,	let	us	agree	to	never	be	in	the	same
room	again.

Thanks	 for	 taking	me	 on	 as	 a	 client.	My	 guilt	 about	 leaving	 Sparks	 and
Eddie	alone	all	day	has	already	been	reduced	to	zero.

Daniel

P.S.	I	forgot	to	tell	you	about	Eddie’s	little	quirk.	Always	take	an	extra	bag
as	he	doesn’t	“go”	all	at	once.	Why	twice?	That’s	what	I’d	like	to	know!	He’s
been	doing	it	since	day	one.



II

Croi
That	night,	while	making	a	beeline	through	my	kitchen	for	a	beer	to	wash	the
day	out	 of	my	 throat,	 a	 glance	 at	 the	 open	dog	diary	 stopped	me	 so	 fast	 I
almost	came	out	of	my	socks.	The	dog	walker	had	drawn	a	portrait	of	Eddie,
my	 yellow	 lab,	with	 a	 thick	 lion’s	mane—and	 there	 I	was	 standing	next	 to
him,	wearing	riding	breeches,	a	top	hat,	and	holding	a	ring	of	fire	above	my
head.

What	the…?

I	 flicked	 on	 the	 overhead	 light.	 Her	 rendition	 of	 us	 was	 spot-on,	 yet
whimsical.	Somehow,	she	captured	an	expression	of	supreme	confidence	on
my	face	when	all	she’d	really	seen	was	a	tall,	 jittery	man	who	blinked	like	a
bad	liar.

I	turned	the	drawing	over	and	found	neat,	cursive	handwriting	that	filled
the	next	four	pages.

Sweet	 Jesus!	 What	 could	 have	 gone	 so	 wrong	 on	 a	 simple	 dog	 walk	 to
warrant	this	much	of	an	explanation?	I	called	for	Eddie	and	Sparks,	ran	my
hands	 over	 their	 bodies,	 felt	 between	 every	 paw	 pad,	 and	 looked	 in	 their
mouths.	Both	were	fine.

I	slumped	into	a	kitchen	chair.	For	twenty	years,	I’d	been	spooked	by	the
hypothetical	 magic	 of	 the	 hybrid	 DNA	 of	 the	 American	 redhead,	 and	 last
night	I’d	handed	over	my	house	key	to	one	who	came	directly	from	Ireland—
the	full-strength,	banshee-screeching	mothership	of	druids	and	sprites.

With	a	prickle	at	the	back	of	my	neck,	I	began	to	read.

10/20/15

Dog	Diary

Tuesday,	2:30	p.m.
Dear	Mr.	Ashe,



All	went	well	this	first	day.

I	had	planned	to	say	no	more,	but	after	reading	your	post	script	I	looked	at
Eddie	and	asked	him,	“Handsome	dog,	why	is	it	you	always	do	an	encore?”

He	studied	me	 for	several	moments,	 then	his	eyes	became	moist	and	 far
away.	“It	all	started	back	in	my	circus	days,”	he	said.

“Eddie,”	 I	 whispered	 as	 I	 knelt	 in	 front	 of	 him,	 “how	 is	 it	 you	were	 in	 a
circus?”

“I	was	once	a	lion,”	he	said.	“Stolen	from	the	heat	and	the	love	of	my	family
to	spend	many	days	on	a	steamship,	then	many	more	traveling	over	land	in	a
carriage	 pulled	 by	 horses.	 Finally	 I	 found	 my	 new	 home	 with	 The	 Great
Todor.	Perhaps	you	have	heard	of	him?”	I	shook	my	head.

“He	was	 the	most	 renowned	 lion	 tamer	 in	 Europe.	 Of	 course,	 he	wasn’t
famous	when	 I	met	him.	 It	was	our	unique	collaboration	 that	would	make
him	so.”

Eddie	was	staring	at	the	wall	as	if	scenes	from	this	past	life	were	animated
on	 its	painted	surface.	For	 just	an	 instant—and	surely	 it	was	a	 trick	of	 the
light—his	eyes	flashed	a	wild	savannah	yellow.

“I	was	known	then	as	Croi,”	he	said.	“When	I	arrived	at	the	circus	I	was	just
a	cub	and	missed	my	mother	so	much	that	I	refused	to	eat.	I	was	only	hours
from	death	when	a	tall	boy	stepped	into	my	cage.	He	crawled	right	up	to	me
and	spoke	in	soothing	tones	but—being	a	lion	and	not	a	beloved	dog—all	I
heard	was	the	same	gibberish	all	humans	spoke.	He	inched	even	closer,	and
that’s	when	I	saw	his	right	hand	had	only	three	fingers.	The	thumb	and	the
little	finger	were	normal,	but	between	them	was	one	thick,	unbendable	mass
of	flesh.	When	he	was	right	next	to	me,	he	put	that	hand	on	my	throat	and
said,	‘We’re	in	this	together,	lion.	I	hope	you	save	me	and	I	save	you.’”

“‘I	 understood	 every	word!	Who	 are	 you?	 How	 is	 it	 that	 I	 can	 understand
you?’

‘I	have	no	idea,’	he	said,	‘but	I	hear	you	plainly	as	well!’

‘Take	 that	 strange	paw	of	yours	off	me	and	say	something	else.’	Todor	did,
and	it	was	gibberish	again.	He	sensed	that	immediately	and	rested	his	hand
on	my	head.

‘What	about	now?’	he	asked.



‘Yes.	There	is	something	about	your	paw	that	links	us.’”

“That	was	our	beginning.	Once	I	had	a	friend	I	could	talk	to,	I	thrived,	and
Todor	became	the	only	lion	tamer	in	history	to	never	use	a	whip	or	a	prod.
Everyone	flocked	to	see	the	man	who	could	take	requests	from	the	audience,
relay	them	to	a	lion,	and	watch	it	perform	feats	never	seen	in	the	history	of
the	circus.	Kings	summoned	us	to	their	courts.	Lords	and	ladies	watched	in
nervous	 awe	 as	 I	 put	my	 paws	 in	 the	 laps	 of	 queens	 and	was	 hugged	 and
kissed	by	princesses.	I	did	anything	Todor	asked	because	I	trusted	him	never
to	allow	any	harm	to	come	to	me.”

“What	a	special	man!”	I	said.	“Do	you	know	his	history?”

Eddie	 nodded.	 “Of	 course.	 On	 the	 nights	 that	 Todor	 could	 not	 sleep,	 he
would	 come	 to	 my	 cage	 to	 rest	 his	 hand	 on	 me	 and	 we	 would	 speak	 of
everything.	The	story	of	his	childhood	was	an	unhappy	one.	He	had	tried	to
make	friends,	but	when	adults	saw	his	defect	they	pulled	their	own	perfectly
formed	children	away.	He	was	not	yet	five	when	a	drought	gripped	the	land
and	 the	 simple	 people	 of	 his	 village	 began	 to	 blame	Todor	 and	his	 cursed
hand.	His	mother	feared	for	his	life.	One	morning,	so	early	that	the	sun	had
yet	to	gnaw	the	edges	off	the	dark,	she	pulled	him	from	his	little	bed	to	walk
him	 many	 miles	 to	 the	 monastery.	 She	 kissed	 him	 three	 times	 and	 then
pushed	 him	 through	 the	 door.	 The	 monks	 took	 him	 in	 and	 gave	 him	 an
education,	but	their	love	was	given	to	God,	with	little	left	over	for	Todor.

“His	nights	were	restless.	He	woke	 to	every	 footfall	 in	 the	dark,	believing
his	mother	had	returned	to	take	him	home.	As	he	got	older,	a	girl	appeared
in	his	dreams.	She	was	as	unique	as	he	was,	and	they	found	happiness	in	a
special	 place	 where	 no	 one	 turned	 away	 from	 their	 unconventional
appearances.

“When	Todor	woke	from	these	dreams	he	knew	for	certain	that	it	was	her
love	alone	that	would	fill	the	hole	in	his	heart.

“Todor	grew	tall.	He	had	clear	blue	eyes,	thick	black	hair,	and	light	brown
skin.	When	he	smiled	even	the	ill-tempered	cook	smiled	back.	When	Todor
was	 just	 fifteen	he	heard	Brother	Aiden	 tell	 the	 other	monks	 that	 a	 circus
had	come	to	 town.	The	boy	had	never	heard	of	such	a	 thing,	and	the	good
Brother	explained	it	was	a	caravan	full	of	trained	animals	and	dancing	girls,
outcasts,	freaks,	and	gypsies—all	of	them	intent	on	taking	your	money.



“Todor’s	 heart	 leapt	 with	 joy.	 Certainly	 the	 circus	 was	 the	 place	 in	 his
dream!	 That	 night,	 while	 the	monks	were	 at	 vespers,	 he	 rolled	 up	 his	 few
belongings	and	 tucked	 them	under	his	 arm.	He	wrote	a	note	 thanking	 the
brothers	for	all	their	care	and	slipped	out	the	front	door.

“As	Todor	approached	 the	big	 tent,	he	 saw	 the	Ringmaster	 step	 through
the	flap.	He	ran	up	to	him	and	said,	‘I	have	come	to	join	the	circus.’

“When	 the	 Ringmaster	 scoffed	 and	 told	 the	 boy	 to	 run	 home	 to	 his
parents,	Todor	lifted	his	hand	and	held	it	in	the	air.	The	older	man	was	quiet
for	several	moments	then	said,	‘Follow	me.’

“Todor	soon	found	himself	face	to	face	with	Petar,	the	gruff	owner	of	the
circus.	Petar	scowled	at	 the	 tall	 teenager	and	his	unique	hand	and	barked,
‘No.	It’s	not	enough	to	draw	a	crowd.	Go	home.’

“Todor	stood	his	ground.	‘I	have	lived	with	the	monks	for	many	years,’	he
said,	‘I	am	strong	and	learned.	Surely	I	can	be	of	help	to	you	in	some	way.’

“The	 Ringmaster	 cleared	 his	 throat	 and	 said,	 ‘Petar,	 we	 talked	 just	 last
night	about	Yakef	the	lion	tamer	being	too	old	and	ill	to	continue	on	much
longer.	With	training	this	boy	could	take	his	place	one	day.’

“Petar	tented	his	fingers	and	looked	Todor	up	and	down.	‘Women	will	like
the	looks	of	you,	that’s	certain,	but	do	you	have	it	in	you	to	tame	a	lion?’

“Todor	knew	his	moment	was	at	hand,	but	why	did	it	have	to	involve	the
most	 fearsome	 creature	 there	 was?	 He	 could	 run	 back	 to	 the	 monastery
where	he	would	be	safe,	or	he	could	leap	into	the	dazzling	world	of	the	circus
and	find	the	girl	in	his	dream.

“‘I	should	like	to	try,’	he	said.

‘Tell	you	what,	 there’s	a	new	cub	 just	arrived	that	 isn’t	eating.	 If	you	can
keep	 him	 alive	 you	 can	 stay.	 If	 he	 dies,	 you’re	 out.’	 He	 turned	 to	 the
Ringmaster.	 ‘Go	 ahead.	 Take	 the	 boy	 to	 Yakef	 and	 tell	 him	 he	 has	 an
apprentice.’”

“And	that	was	the	night	my	dear	friend	Todor	found	his	new	home.”

Eddie	paused.	Then,	in	a	voice	so	low	I	had	to	strain	to	hear	him,	he	said,
“It	was	on	one	of	his	sleepless	nights	that	Todor	revealed	to	me	the	secret	in
his	heart.	I	have	kept	that	secret	to	this	day.	But	now	that	you	have	….”	He
stopped	and	swung	his	muzzle	to	look	at	me.



“Sorry.	 I	was	 rambling.	 Your	 original	 question	was	 about	my	 customary
practice.	 Calling	 such	 a	 base	 physical	 act	 ‘an	 encore’	wasn’t	 just	 tactful,	 it
was	astute—and	for	that	you	deserve	an	answer.	As	Croi	I	performed	every
afternoon,	and	again	every	evening.	For	twenty-six	years	I	had	to	twice	jump
through	the	fire	ring,	twice	leap	over	barrels,	twice	hug	my	friend	Todor,	and
twice	take	my	bows.	Everything	in	twos.”

He	shrugged.	“Old	habits	die	hard.”

Annie

P.S.	Mr.	Ashe,	in	Corsica	when	the	locals	pass	a	redhead	on	the	street,	they
spit	and	turn	around.	 I	believe	this	time-honored	tradition	eliminates	both
the	threat	of	
being	pointed	at	by	sinister	toddlers	and	developing	invisible	
medical	conditions.

P.P.S.	 If	my	 ancestors	 caused	 your	malady,	 then	perhaps	 I	 can	help.	But
first	I	would	need	to	know	what	ails	you.

____________

Wait.

Did	she	just	say	she	could	cure	me?

I	stood	up	so	fast	the	chair	toppled.

I	walked	around	my	kitchen	breathing	like	a	woman	in	labor,	going	over	in
my	mind	how	I’d	gotten	myself	into	this	predicament.

I’d	come	home	an	hour	late	last	night,	after	dusk,	and	as	I	approached	my
front	door	the	sensor	light	clicked	on	illuminating	a	trifold	flier	stuck	in	my
door	 jamb.	As	 soon	as	 I	 touched	 it	 I	 knew	 from	 the	quality	of	 the	paper	 it
wasn’t	just	another	take-out	menu,	and	curious,	I	waved	it	open.

“Professional	Dog	Walker”	was	written	on	the	top,	and	on	the	bottom	was
a	 line	drawing	of	a	dachshund	so	 long	 the	artist	bent	 the	 tail	up	 to	ninety
degrees	to	get	it	all	on	the	page.

It	happens	that	my	dachshund,	Sparks,	also	has	a	ninety-degree	crook	at
the	end	of	her	 tail.	But	 if	 the	 similarity	 even	 registered	 in	my	mind,	 it	was
forgotten	a	moment	later	when	I	stepped	inside	my	house	and	into	a	pool	of
urine.



Eddie.

It	was	happening	more	and	more.	My	best	friend	in	the	whole	world	was
getting	too	old	to	hold	it	in	all	day,	and	I	wondered	how	long	he	had	waited
by	the	door	to	be	let	out,	and	how	much	pain	did	he	suffer	before	he	simply
had	to	break	the	rules?

I	looked	up.	Eddie	was	sitting	in	the	corner,	his	tail	slowly	thumping,	too
embarrassed	to	greet	me.	I	slipped	off	my	shoe	and	went	over	to	hug	him.

“Forgive	me,”	I	said,	kissing	his	head.	“This	will	never	happen	to	you	again.
You	are	the	best	boy	in	the	world,	and	I’m	going	to	get	you	your	very	own	dog
walker.”

I	let	the	dogs	out	back,	spread	the	flier	open,	and	made	the	call.

“Annie	here,”	a	lilting	Irish	voice	said,	instantly	piquing	my	interest.	After	a
few	minutes	of	delightful	conversation,	I	was	insisting	she	come	right	over	to
get	a	key	and	start	the	next	day.	Not	half	an	hour	later	she	rang	my	bell.

One	 look	 through	 the	beveled	glass	of	my	 front	door	at	 that	head	of	 red
curls,	 and	 I	was	 twitching	 like	 an	 electric	 eel	 had	 curled	 around	my	brain
stem.	 But	 it	 wasn’t	 just	 her	 hair	 color	 that	 scared	 the	 bejesus	 out	 of	 me.
Annie	Doherty	 looked	very	much	 like	 the	grown-up	version	of	 the	kid	who
had	pointed	at	me	after	the	accident.

I	stood	silent	and	gaping	until	she	raised	her	eyebrows	and	pointed	to	the
knob	 like	Hey,	 are	 you	 going	 to	 let	 me	 in?	 I	 feigned	 trouble	with	 the	 latch,
lifted	my	 right	 hand	 to	 show	 her	 it	 was	 handicapped	 by	 a	 bandage,	 then
pushed	open	the	door,	and	jumped	aside	as	she	stepped	over	the	threshold.

Eddie	 greeted	 her	 like	 a	 long-lost	 friend.	 I	 watched	 her	 cup	 her	 hands
around	 his	muzzle,	 I	 saw	 her	 lips	move;	 but	whether	 she	 said,	 “I’m	Annie
Doherty,”	or	“I’m	here	to	turn	you	 into	a	toad,”	 I	had	no	clue,	 for	whatever
sound	she	made	bounced	off	my	shield	of	panic.

I	led	her	to	the	kitchen.	Along	the	way	I	managed	to	choke	on	my	own	spit
and	 cough	 like	 there	 was	 a	 bone	 in	 my	 throat.	 With	 hand	 motions	 I
convinced	her	I	was	fine,	and	she	knelt	on	the	kitchen	floor	to	get	acquainted
with	Sparks.	I	clutched	the	counter	for	a	silent	pep	talk.

In	twenty	breaths	she’ll	be	gone,	and	I’ll	never	have	to	see	her	again.	Nineteen
breaths.	Only	nineteen.	Eighteen.	I	can	do	this,	I’m	okay	….



Sparks	had	 rolled	on	 to	her	back,	 and	when	 I	 heard	 the	dog	walker	 say,
“Yer	not	ashamed	at	all	a’	your	fine	round	belly	are	y’now?”	breath	number
sixteen	froze	in	my	lungs.

That	accent	…	no	makeup	…	her	clothes	and	hair,	good	lord!	The	woman
could	be	plunked	down	in	the	middle	of	Sherwood	Forest,	as	is,	and	no	one
passing	by	in	a	skull	cap	or	a	suit	of	armor	would	think	her	out	of	place.

My	internal	monologue	did	nothing	to	ease	my	effort	not	to	twitch	like	a
TASER	victim.

What	 if	 she	 lifts	her	arm?	 I	 thought.	What	 if	 she	points	at	me?	What	 if	 she
says,	“You	need	to	be	more	careful!”

There	was	no	time	to	waste.	I	had	to	get	her	out	of	my	house,	and	the	only
way	I	could	think	to	do	that	was	to	give	her	what	she	came	for.	I	cleared	my
throat	 and	 held	 out	 the	 key,	 the	 tape	 around	my	 index,	 middle,	 and	 ring
fingers	creating	an	awkward	pincer	grip.

“Here	you	go.”

She	stood	right	up	and	reached	for	it,	but	at	the	approach	of	her	hand	my
palm	jerked	and	the	key	popped	up	like	a	heated	kernel	of	corn.	At	the	height
of	its	arc	she	grabbed	it	from	the	air	with	a	Ha!

“Sorry.	 It’s	my	 injury,”	 I	 said,	 hoping	 she	 would	 think	 I	 had	 a	 burn	 and
couldn’t	 bear	being	 touched.	And	 then,	 for	no	 reason	 I	 can	 fathom,	 I	 said,
“When	my	nosy	neighbor	sees	you	 letting	yourself	 in,	she’s	going	to	think	I
have	a	new	girlfriend.”

Before	I	could	exhale	breath	nine,	the	dog	walker’s	face	turned	scarlet,	and
I	reared	back	about	a	foot.

No	one	blushes	in	L.A.	No	one	is	shy	or	embarrassed	or	humble	or	modest.
It’s	 as	 though	 there’s	 an	 emotional	 trash	 can	 at	 the	 city	 limit	 where	 you
shuck	all	the	sweeter	sentiments.	But	blush	she	did!	Was	it	possible	she	had
developed	 an	 instant	 crush	 on	 me,	 the	 twitchy	 babbler?	 Normally	 I’m
grateful	for	any	tug	of	attraction,	and	fortunately	for	me	there	are	some	who
like	gangly	men	with	an	ethnic	look	they	can’t	quite	put	their	finger	on.	But
the	 women	 I	 lusted	 after	 had	 polish.	 They	 were	 players.	 Like	 Victoria
Millman,	the	stunning	blonde	who	just	made	partner	at	the	law	firm	down
the	hall	from	my	office	at	Floodgate	Media.	Now	there	was	a	woman	as	firmly



at	home	in	the	twenty-first	century	as	Ms.	Doherty	would	be	stirring	a	pot	of
venison	stew	for	Friar	Tuck	and	the	boys.

I	gestured	for	the	dog	walker	to	proceed	to	the	front	door,	but	instead	she
reached	 into	 her	 tote	 bag	 and	pulled	 out	 a	white,	 three-ring	 binder	 full	 of
paper.	On	 the	 front	was	 a	 label	 that	 read	 “Dog	Diary.”	 She	held	 it	 out,	 her
cheeks	still	burning	like	the	surface	of	Mars,	and	said,	“Use	this	t’	write	me
any	 instructions,	 and	 I’ll	 write	 back	 everythin’	 y’	 need	 t’	 know	 ‘bout	 the
dogs.”

I	held	my	hands	up	like	she	had	pulled	out	a	gun.	I	planned	to	squirm	out
of	this	ill-conceived	agreement	with	a	brief	text	message	in	a	few	hours,	and
didn’t	want	to	take	anything	from	her	she’d	have	to	come	back	to	get.

“Thanks,	but	that	won’t	be	necessary.”

“All	the	same,”	she	said	and	placed	it	on	the	counter.

She	walked	ahead	of	me	to	 the	door,	 then	stopped	as	 if	 she’d	 thought	of
something	 else	 to	 say.	 I	 was	 down	 to	 breath	 three	 and	 desperate.	 “I’ll	 get
that,”	I	said	and	reached	around	her	shoulder	to	untwist	the	lock.	When	our
heads	were	only	 inches	apart,	closer	than	I	have	ever	been	to	any	redhead,
she	looked	up	at	me.

Her	eyes	were	beautiful,	a	green	like	a	marriage	of	the	forest	to	the	ocean,
but	in	the	iris	of	her	right	eye,	from	three	to	six	on	a	clock	face,	there	was	a
pie	wedge	of	the	deepest	brown.

Too	shocked	to	check	my	forward	motion,	my	chest	knocked	solidly	into
her	 and	 she	 staggered.	 I	 grabbed	 her	 shoulders—but	 was	 so	 off	 balance
myself	 that	 it	became	more	of	a	push	 than	a	save	and	…	God	help	me	…	I
shoved	her	into	the	beveled	glass.

Thunk	from	her	head.	Jaysusgod!	from	her	lips.

I	 let	 go,	 stammered	 apologies,	 and	 swiped	 blindly	 for	 the	 door	 handle,
missing	it	three	times.

Once	she	left,	I	lurched	to	the	sofa	and	collapsed.

Now	 I	 took	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 drawing	 and	 texted	 it	 to	my	 sister	 Leandra,
then	called	her,	sputtering	about	the	story	the	dog	walker	 left	me	until	she
said,	 “Stop!	Take	a	deep	breath	and	 just	 read	 it	all	 to	me—what	you	wrote
her	and	what	she	wrote	back.”



When	I	finished,	I	said,	“Take	a	good	look	at	that	drawing.”

“I’m	looking	at	it	on	my	tablet.	You	are	Todor.”

“Yes,	but	spread	it	open	so	you	can	see	his	right	hand.”

“Hang	on.	Okay,	it’s	deformed,	like	in	the	story.”

“Which	is	what	my	hand	looks	like	right	now.	I	was	shooting	hoops	with	a
couple	of	 stunt	guys,	dislocated	my	middle	 finger,	and	 the	urgent	care	doc
taped	it	to	the	index	and	ring	fingers.	So	I	have	a	normal	thumb	and	pinky,
and	between	them	a	fused-together	lump.	Just	like	Todor.”

Leandra	clucked	her	 tongue.	 “She	also	 referenced	your	dream,	but	put	a
positive	spin	on	it.	And	what	do	you	make	of	the	coincidence	that	Todor	had
a	crusty	boss	named	‘Petar’	and	you	have	one	named	‘Peter?’”

My	heart	 jumped	an	inch	forward	in	my	chest.	“Christ,	 I	didn’t	even	pick
up	on	that.”

“And	 the	plot	 really	 thickens	when	you	consider	 that	you	and	Todor	are
both	love-impaired	insomniacs.”

I	 heard	 the	 smirk	 in	 her	 voice.	 “Look,”	 I	 said,	 “I	 know	 you	 think	 I’m	 a
mental	case	about	redheads	…”

“That’s	because	you	are.	You	had	some	stupid	dream	twenty	years	ago	that
you	should	have	ignored,	but	you	picked	it	open	like	a	poison	ivy	blister	and
now	it	covers	your	whole	body.”

“It	was	more	than	that.”

I	heard	her	long	intake	of	breath.	“Please	no,	not	that	phantom	redheaded
kid	again.”

“She	was	real.”

“I	was	 standing	 right	next	 to	 you	until	 the	ambulance	 came.	 If	 a	 spooky
preschooler	had	walked	over	and	pointed	at	you,	I	would	have	seen	her.”

I	rubbed	my	forehead.	“Don’t	you	understand	how	that’s	even	worse?	If	I’m
the	 only	 one	 who	 saw	 her,	 that	means	…”	 I	 stopped,	 unwilling	 to	 say	 the
obvious.

“What?	That	she	wasn’t	human?	That	she	emerged	from	the	netherworld
of	your	dream	to	warn	you	 to	keep	your	mouth	shut	about	what	you	saw?



For	Pete’s	sake,	you	had	a	serious	concussion.	You	just	nodded	off	and	that
kid	stepped	out	of	your	scrambled	brain.”

This	was	old	territory.	I	wasn’t	going	to	argue.

“And	you	know	something,	Daniel?	Your	clever	Irish	dog	walker	wrote	that
story	 to	 mess	 with	 you.	 She	 read	 your	 phobic	 note	 and	 thought,	 ‘Crazy
American	thinks	redheads	are	capable	of	sorcery?	Okay,	I’ll	throw	him	a	little
fireball!’	And	just	in	case	you	were	too	dim	to	figure	that	out,	she	went	ahead
and	used	that	bit	about	Corsica	to	hammer	it	home.”

“You	didn’t	see	her,”	I	said,	still	ruffled	but	calming	down.	“She’s	a	human
elf!”

“Oh	God,	you	are	off	the	deep	end.”

I	righted	the	chair	and	sat	down.	“Let	me	paint	you	a	picture.	Even	for	a
redhead	she	had	this	extraordinary	glow,	as	if	her	skin	was	lit	from	her	bones
—as	if	she	just	emerged	from	an	underground	warren	of	magical	creatures.
She’s	probably	twenty-eight,	twenty-nine,	but	still	has	apple	cheeks.	No	more
than	five	foot	two	or	three.	And	her	outfit?	Scuffed	ankle	boots,	an	oversized
shirt	and	long	baggy	shorts—like	she	was	ready	to	step	onstage	as	an	orphan
in	Oliver!	or	the	newsboy	in	Citizen	Kane.”

“Golly,	how	weird.	A	dog	walker	wearing	an	appropriate	outfit	for	walking
dogs.	Call	in	a	SWAT	team.”

“Okay,”	 I	 blew	 the	 air	 out	 of	 my	 lungs.	 “Consider	 everything	 I	 told	 you
about	her	appearance,	then	top	it	all	off	with	this	Rumpelstiltskin	smile	on
her	 face.	Like	we	weren’t	strangers.	Like	we	had	once	been	in	cahoots,	and
she	was	there	to	lure	me	back	into	a	life	of	crime.”

“Hmm.	Let’s	back	up.	Just	how	charming	were	you	on	the	phone	when	you
called	her	to	come	over?”

“Not	charming.	But,	you	know,	when	I	heard	that	accent	…”

“Ah,	you	flirted	with	her.”

“Well,”	I	closed	my	eyes	to	retrieve	that	conversation.	“Maybe	on	the	outer
verge	of	flirting.	We	talked	about	the	dogs	for	a	bit,	and	when	I	told	her	she
sounded	like	a	screenwriter	from	Dublin	who	was	famous	around	town	for
coming	to	meetings	‘unencumbered,’	she	asked	what	that	meant,	and	I	said,
‘Well,	 I	 call	 her	 ‘Erin	 go	Bra-less.’	 She	 laughed,	 in	 the	middle	 of	which	 she



snorted,	which	made	me	 laugh,	 and	 that’s	when	 I	 said,	 ‘Hey,	 you’re	 hired!’
She	showed	up	twenty	minutes	later	to	meet	the	dogs	and	pick	up	a	key.”

“So	 she	 was	 still	 smirking	 from	 the	 hilarious	 phone	 call,	 and	 when	 she
turned	out	to	have	red	hair,	you	shoved	her	head	into	the	door.	Good	move.
Well,	before	I	pass	judgment	on	her	magical	elf-ness,	I’d	need	to	see	her	for
myself.”

“I	want	you	to	see	her.	I	want	you	to	come	over	here	tomorrow	about	one
o’clock	and	get	my	key	back.	Tell	her	I	died	or	moved	to	Istanbul.	Anything.	I
don’t	care.”

“Ha.	Forget	it.	If	I	could	fire	anyone	I’d	start	with	my	own	useless	cleaning
lady.	Look,	 I’m	 late	meeting	 friends	 for	dinner,	but	promise	me	you’ll	keep
the	dog	walker.	 I	 like	her.	And	 just	maybe,	 if	 you	can	get	used	 to	having	a
redhead	in	your	house	when	you’re	not	there,	you’ll	graduate	to	being	able	to
stand	next	to	one	at	a	crosswalk.”

“Thanks,	Dr.	Phil.”

I	cobbled	together	a	sandwich	of	old	cheese	and	new	pepperoni,	watched
the	Lakers	beat	the	Clippers,	and	got	into	bed	to	read	until	my	eyes	drooped.
I	turned	off	the	light	thinking	I’ll	fire	her	in	the	morning.

It	 was	 all	 just	 too	 close	 for	 comfort—the	 three	 fingers,	 the	 Peter/Petar
thing,	Todor	and	I	both	loveless,	both	insomniacs.	That’s	four	coincidences,
which	for	my	money	is	four	too	many.

My	text	would	be	simple.	Sorry,	changed	my	mind.	Please	drop	the	key	in	my
mailbox	tomorrow.

I	turned	on	my	side	and	pulled	the	covers	up.

Of	course,	I	had	to	concede	that	if	this	Annie	person	had	looked	me	up	on
Google—a	 smart	 move	 for	 a	 woman	 before	 she	 entered	 a	 strange	 man’s
house—she	would	have	 landed	on	 the	Floodgate	Media	webpage.	 It’s	 right
there	that	someone	named	“Peter”	owns	the	company.	So	in	fairness	I	could
eliminate	that	as	a	coincidence.

As	 for	 the	 three	 fingers	 on	 Todor	 …	 that	 didn’t	 exactly	 belong	 in	 the
coincidence	column	either,	as	my	bandaged	hand	was	her	inspiration	to	take
him	down	a	couple	of	digits.

I	 bunched	 my	 pillow	 into	 submission	 and	 tried	 to	 clear	 my	 mind.	 It



worked	until	I	realized	that	Todor	wasn’t	actually	incapable	of	falling	in	love
like	I	was.	He	just	longed	for	the	one	girl	he	was	meant	to	love.

Still,	that	left	the	insomnia	thing,	and	that	on	its	own	merit	was	unnerving
enough	to	ditch	the	dog	walker.

I	tried	to	clear	my	mind	again.

Moments	later	I	groaned,	threw	off	the	covers,	headed	to	the	kitchen	and
opened	 the	 dog	 diary.	 There	 it	was	 on	 the	 first	 page,	 time-stamped	 in	my
own	hand:	“Tuesday,	4	A.M.”

Normal	 sleepers	 aren’t	writing	notes	 to	 their	 dog	walkers	 in	 the	dead	of
night.

I	was	ready	to	concede	that	Leandra	was	right,	but	then	my	eye	landed	on
the	tri-folded	flier	the	dog	walker	had	stuck	in	my	door	jamb.

Ah	ha!	This	was	no	 figment.	Here	was	physical	proof	 that	Annie	Doherty
had	dipped	at	least	her	pinky	into	the	dark	arts.

As	it	was	too	late	to	call	my	sister,	I	took	a	photo	of	the	advertisement	and
shot	it	to	her	in	an	email.

Leandra,

Hey,	forgot	to	tell	you	about	this	drawing	on	the	dog	walker’s	ad.	Magnify	it	so
you	can	appreciate	the	crook	at	the	end	of	the	dachshund’s	tail.	Remind	you	of
anyone?

I	rest	my	case!

Daniel

I	 finally	got	 in	a	 few	hours	of	 sleep.	At	 four	a.m.	 I	got	out	of	bed,	put	on
shorts	and	running	shoes,	and	took	a	three-mile	jog	with	the	dogs.	After	my
shower	 I	made	coffee	and	sat	down	to	 the	dog	diary.	 I	 re-read	my	 letter	 to
Annie	and	her	response,	and	in	the	light	of	day	I	saw	what	Leandra	saw:	The
story	of	Todor	was	wholly,	completely,	without	a	doubt,	a	well-deserved	joke
at	my	expense.

Still,	there	was	no	shaking	off	her	second	postscript.	Absurd	or	not,	if	my
insomnia	 was	 in	 any	 way	 connected	 to	 The	 Figment,	 it	 followed	 that	 a
redhead	from	Ireland	might	just	have	the	undiluted	mojo	to	cure	me.



Maybe	 the	 dog	walker’s	 offer	 to	 help	with	my	 condition	was	 part	 of	 the
joke.	Maybe	it	was	for	real.	Either	way,	the	fact	that	she	even	held	out	that
carrot	of	hope	meant	that	redheads	liked	appearing	magical.

No	wonder	the	Puritans	and	Inquisition	guys	spent	decades	lighting	fires
under	them.



III

Sparks
10/21/15

Dog	Diary

Wednesday,	6:30	a.m.
Hi,
Annie,	I	don’t	know	how	things	are	in	Ireland,	but	here	in	L.A.	the	service

providers	who	 come	 to	 our	 lowly	 abodes	 let	 us	 know	at	 the	door	what	 an
imposition	 it	 is	 to	 take	 them	 away	 from	 their	movie	 role	 auditions,	 then,
after	 minimal	 exertion,	 they	 hand	 us	 outrageous	 bills	 and	 stand	 there
scowling	while	we	make	out	the	check.	So	the	time	and	effort	you	put	 into
the	 dog	 diary	 has	 left	 me	 thinking:	 While	 the	 physical	 distance	 you	 have
traveled	 is	 understood,	 between	 your	 artistry	 and	 imaginative	 story,	 I
suspect	that	Eddie	isn’t	the	only	one	to	have	vaulted	through	previous	lives.
Were	 you	 a	 spirit	 reader	 for	 Longshanks?	 A	 bard	 in	 Henry’s	 court?	 Or	 is
something	else	afoot	here?	Look,	do	me	a	favor.	Open	my	utility	room	door,
wrap	 your	 fingers	 around	 the	 handle	 of	my	 broom,	 and	 tell	me	 if	 the	 first
thought	that	pops	into	your	head	is:

A)	A	useful	cleaning	tool,	or

B)	A	sweet,	sweet	ride.

Confess,	and	I	promise	not	to	tell.

I	do	want	to	thank	you	for	explaining	the	double-duty	thing.

Have	a	good	walk,	and	please	make	sure	Sparks	doesn’t	do	her	business	on
Mr.	Bartowski’s	front	yard—number	twenty-two	on	the	corner.	Even	though
it	 only	 happened	 once	 and	 I	 immediately	 cleaned	 it	 up,	 he	 called	 to
complain.	In	fact,	try	to	avoid	that	property	if	you	can	as	there	is	something
about	it	that	makes	her	blood	boil.	A	couple	of	days	ago	she	stopped	right	in
front	and	yelped	up	a	storm.	 I	was	dragging	her	away	when	Mr.	Bartowski
walked	out	his	front	door,	shook	his	fist,	and	yelled,	“Shut	that	bitch	up!”



Were	I	a	 juvenile	delinquent,	that	obnoxious	jackass	would	get	a	flaming
bag	of	dog	poop	on	his	porch.

Daniel

____________

On	my	drive	to	work	I	wondered	if	the	witch	reference	might	offend	her.	I
intended	it	to	mock	my	own	phobia,	but	would	she	get	that?	What	if	modern
redheads	 still	 carried	 a	 grudge	 for	 the	 centuries	 of	 persecution	 of	 their
female	 ancestors?	For	 all	 I	 knew	 there	was	 an	 international	 “Redheads	 for
Revenge”	organization,	and	Annie	was	a	past	president.

My	last	traffic	jam	of	the	morning	was	by	the	Andes	Hotel.	As	I	breathed	in
fumes	and	waited,	I	drummed	my	steering	wheel	and	looked	around.	On	my
right	 was	 a	 stoplight	 guy	 cleaning	 windshields	 with	 bloody	 spit	 and
newspapers;	on	my	left,	two	clowns	sat	cross-legged	on	top	of	a	Land	Rover
feeding	each	other	with	comically	long	forks;	and	in	front	of	the	hotel	there
were	 six	 white-haired	 Shriners	 careening	 in	 tiny	 cars,	 the	 tassels	 on	 their
flowerpot	hats	snapping	in	the	wind.	Just	another	L.A.	scene	to	make	me	feel
like	 the	 last	 character	 in	 Invasion	 of	 the	 Body	 Snatchers	 to	 avoid	 alien
takeover.	But	how	could	I	claim	to	be	the	most	normal	person	in	town	when
a	pie-eyed	woman	from	Ireland	thought	of	me	as	weird?

At	 least	Annie	wasn’t	menacing.	And	 compared	 to	what	 surrounded	my
car	at	that	intersection,	she	didn’t	even	register	on	the	Wacko-Meter.

Then	again	….

Clowns,	Shriners	and	Bloody	Spit	Guy	could	normal-up	and	walk	among
us	without	drawing	attention.	They	are	at	least	on	the	trajectory	of	what	the
human	race	will	look	like	in	another	thousand	years.

Not	redheads.

That	blue-white	skin	of	theirs	isn’t	getting	one	iota	thicker	or	darker	than
it	was	in	the	days	when	clerics	tied	them	to	stakes,	and	I	don’t	mean	to	imply
that	was	a	good	 idea	or	even	 to	belabor	 the	point.	Fact	 is,	 I’m	no	 stranger
myself	to	the	reality	of	looking	different.	But	I	haven’t	suffered.	And	for	that	I
have	 to	 thank	 Leandra.	 Our	 Caucasian,	 Asian,	 and	 African	 DNA	mixed	 to
perfection	in	that	girl,	and	I	grew	up	slipping	in	through	the	doors	that	flew
open	as	she	approached.	But	what	turned	heads	was	her	beauty,	not	our	skin



color.	 In	 the	swelter	of	Phoenix,	where	we	grew	up,	 tawny	bodies	were	 the
norm.	Redheads,	on	 the	other	hand,	were	 so	 rare	 that	 I’m	willing	 to	 swear
there	was	only	one	in	our	high	school	and	one	day	she	disappeared.	Rumor
had	it	her	family	moved	to	Vermont	as	a	mercy	gesture	to	get	her	out	of	the
sun.

Okay,	 so	 the	 point,	 and	 now	 I	 have	 belabored	 it,	 is	 that	 ever	 since	 my
paranormal	 sex	 fantasy—and	 the	 scary	 kid	 who	 (might	 have)	 caused	 my
accident—I	have	recognized	the	thread	of	other	world-ness	in	every	redhead
out	there	and	steered	clear.

When	I	finally	got	to	my	desk	at	Floodgate	Media,	I	woke	up	my	computer
and	prepared	to	spend	a	fat	hour	in	the	sorry	business	of	being	sorry.

“While	your	writing	is	very	strong…”

“After	careful	consideration	of	your	screenplay,	I	regret…”

“Needs	are	subjective	and	a	different	agent	might…”

Having	been	a	screenplay	agent	for	the	last	seventeen	years,	I	can	dash	off
a	rejection	like	you’d	pull	off	a	Band-Aid.	But	the	tape	that	bound	my	fingers
left	my	typing	impaired.	My	left	hand	had	done	all	the	work	the	day	before
and	was	now	in	serious	revolt,	so	I	turned	my	right	wrist	sideways,	intending
for	the	free	little	finger	to	peck	out	the	letters.	Unfortunately,	the	mummified
trio	always	hit	the	keyboard	first.

W777e	798r	wr7t7ng	8s	very	str99ng…

After	several	more	number-dense	sentences	I	gave	up	and	headed	to	NBC
Universal	to	nudge	two	optioned	pilots.

As	 I	 stepped	 into	 the	mouth	of	 that	 thirty-six	 story	behemoth,	 I	 thought
about	 John	Travolta.	 In	Staying	Alive	 he	was	an	aspiring	dancer	who	 raced
from	 one	 booking	 agent	 to	 another,	 pitched	 himself	 Jersey-style,	 and	 got
nowhere.	 It	 wasn’t	 until	 he	 went	 backstage	 to	 flirt	 with	 a	major	 star—an
Important	Person—that	he	got	his	break.	By	the	end	of	the	movie	he	was	in	a
leather	 loin	 cloth,	 leaping	 like	 a	 gazelle	 as	 the	 lead	 performer	 on	 the
Broadway	stage.

How	I	envied	him.

Pushing	talent	in	the	twenty-first	century,	at	 least	from	my	end,	involved
pinning	 down	 appointments	 with	 exactly	 the	 right	 development	 team
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