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“The only common ground of communication upon which dogs and men can get together is in fiction.”

-- O. Henry, “Memoirs of a Yellow Dog”
Chapter 1    

But now you will realize that I hope to leave no stone unturned that might bring me closer to her, and that is my intention:

To go on loving her

Until in the end she loves me too.

Plus elle disparait plus elle apparait. [The more she disappears the more she appears.]
-- Vincent van Gogh, in a letter to Theo van Gogh
Etten, 3 November 1881
The anxiety rolled in thick and patchy, like fog.

He pawed at his stomach. The hole was still there. 

In the ear-splitting silence of 4:00 AM, on the edge of shapeless dreams, he heard her call to him. His fingers skimmed the taut flesh of his abdomen. There was a pressure on his side – it came from within – and his lower back ached.

“Jay,” he imagined her whisper, imagined her head on the pillow beside him. “It’s all right, Jay.” In his fantasy, his hand became her hand as it lightly caressed his stomach. “Everything’s all right...I’m here with you.” 

The darkness was alive, laughing at him.

The breathing, mocking darkness of 4:00 AM can play tricks with the mind and the soul, and he had been fooled before. She wasn’t in his bed and she hadn’t returned. The hole was still there – vacuous and cancerous – eating away at the lining of his stomach walls.

In the months following their separation – months that seemed to stretch into years, indistinguishable from each other like lightless Alaskan winter days, he climbed the walls of the house he had shared with her, the house he now inhabited alone. She was everywhere, in the configuration of the paintings on the walls and the drapes on the windows that lay undisturbed since she had put them up only a year before. She was in the latex colors selected for each room and in the loving detail in which she had arranged a pot of dried flowers resting on the mantel.

The house had seemed so bright and airy that day the realtor had showed it to them. Vacant for more than a year and dressed only in cobwebs, he would not have expected it to be so. But it was – warm, too, surprising for an unremarkable Saturday afternoon in January. 

Or maybe it was her. 

The place seemed so cold and dim now, even despite those brightly painted walls and luxurious curtains and dried flowers arranged with care. There seemed to be a hole in the house, too, and all warmth and light and cheer escaped through it. It was in that void where she dwelled now, and he dwelled there, too.

At 4:00 AM the world is paused, laid bare. It is that cosmic hour when the angular shadows of your own room creep quietly across the walls, changing the familiar dimensions, and conspire against you. It is that hour when the mist rises up and frosts the windows, disguising your street. The world becomes an alien place populated by barking dogs, sinister wind chimes, and creaking, settling, old houses. 

But 4:00 AM on this particular night would prove to be different from the interminable string of 4:00 AMs marching ceaselessly into time. For on this unusual morning when the newspaper deliveryman slept late and the dew failed to kiss the expectant grass as it lay chaste and trembling, Jay cried out.

“Oh God, I can’t go on.” He felt the moistness of his tears on the pillow and he tugged at a fistful of sheets. “God, please…”

Some nights, the hole seemed especially powerful, pulling him in as he collapsed upon himself like a dying star. On those nights, he grasped the posts of his bed and anchored himself against the turbulent storm in his head. It hurt to breathe. The room seemed tiny and box-like, and the ceiling felt like it was atop him, crushing him. 

He rolled from the bed and pushed his way out the door. Down the hall, he stumbled, fumbling for the light switch. He staggered into the bathroom, braced himself against the sink, and stood before the mirror. Anxiety shrouded his face like a veil. He ripped open the medicine cabinet, rifled through the assortment of prescription and OTC drugs -- pill bottles fell carelessly into the sink basin. Where was his Xanax? Where was Nick? 

His stomach burned. He picked up a bottle of Prilosec, but decided against it. He opted for fresh air, an antitoxin for the poison of the house.  

He found the stairway and eased himself down, one step at a time, steadying himself against the railing. “Nick?”

He listened for the tip-tip-tip of Nick’s claws. The house responded with silence. Where was his dog?

Not bothering to turn on a light, he found his way into the kitchen and unlatched the door. He saw Nick’s white form moving about the garden, phosphorescent and silent – like a ghost. He opened the door, stepped onto the porch. “Nick…”

The sudden rush of night air chilled him like a secret so shocking, it could only be whispered. The night had taken on a peculiar quality while he had slept. His town was changed in some way, its night music a strange melody – different from the music to which he had fallen asleep. Or maybe it was he who had changed. 

The dark sky stretched above him empty, fathomless, an ocean of dark matter. It was a seamless curtain, but there was a tear in the fabric. It spread across the length of the town.   

Unexpectedly, the night splintered, breaking apart in little black pieces of nothingness. Beneath the black shell of sky lay hidden a million stars. They illuminated the garden, illuminated Nick digging a hole near the fence line. The sudden light did little to discourage the dog from his task.

Jay squinted in amazement at the sky, shielded his eyes from the brightness. The stars swirled wildly out of control and the moon drooped, too heavy for the dark to hold. The spires of Saint Peter’s Church wilted; purple clouds on night maneuvers curdled like soured milk. His legs grew weak and he felt himself melt like candle wax. 

The mist rose up from the ground and claimed him, and he became merely a heap of rumpled pajamas on the grass. He closed his eyes, felt himself fade to memory. Every last bit of him -- every single trace -- leaked out of him, bled like watercolor. “Nick…” he heard himself call, and he directed his dwindling energies to the dog.

Nick-

With that word, that thought, the madness halted and the episode ended as suddenly as it had begun. The clouds slowed, the church spires fortified, and the stars dimmed to their normal luminosity. The mist receded and he was made whole once more -- flesh, blood, and bone, clad in pajamas on the wet grass. Order had been restored.

Almost.

For on that ethereal 4:00 AM when the gears of time came briefly to a grinding halt, Nick spoke to him.

And nothing would ever be the same again.

Chapter 2

Darkness.  

Chapter 3

“Alas! the love of women! it is known 
To be a lovely and fearful thing!”

-- Lord Byron

He’d met Daizee Fay at Lehigh University. She was a student there in her fifth year with no ambition to graduate; he had been investigating an ultimately meaningless insurance fraud case involving a member of the custodial staff.

He first saw her on the steps of the administration building sitting on the polished stone -- her bare, tan legs crossed at the ankles. She was nursing a soft drink and leaving a generous amount of lipstick on the straw. The late September breeze fluttered over her sundress, making it ripple like the waters of a pond. Her manicured hand, sparkling with rings, smoothed it over. 

Her hair was golden -- a head of honey -- silken and sun-kissed and just the right length, barely reaching her shoulders. She chattered, and laughed and tossed her head back when she did, and her fleecy mane waved like a pirate’s flag in the wind. The sun seemed to shine only for her. She smiled at him and suddenly his lungs failed him. She was a siphon -- he could not find any air. He may have loved her even then.

“Get a grip of yourself, old sport.”

Lying on his back in the garden, staring skyward, the stars had returned to their fixed positions.

“Lehigh…” he murmured.

“Lehigh’s about a forty-five minute ride in that direction. But I dare say, you’re not in any condition to travel, old sport.”

“Who-” Jay struggled to sit up. The voice was strange, but oddly familiar. It was a voice he’d never heard before, but somehow, it seemed he should have heard it, should have known it. It was a kind voice, full of laughter and empathy – and a hint mischief. It was reassuring, wise, but remote. It was his father’s voice, his fourth grade teacher’s voice – it was the voice of a priest. 

“Easy, Jay. Easy. You took a nasty spill, I’d say. How many fingers do I have up?”

The voice was not everywhere -- it was not an omnipresent voice. It was a distinct voice coming from a definite direction, a definite source. Jay squinted through crossed eyelashes. But no one else was there. He was alone in the garden -- just himself and Nick.

The voice laughed warmly. “I’m sorry. That was a trick question.”

“You have no fingers, because you do not exist,” Jay replied.

“You’re half right. It’s true I have no fingers. But I’m as real as you are.”

What the hell was happening? There was no one else in the garden. He was having a nervous breakdown- 

“Ah, Daizee. You really did it to me, didn’t you?”

“Uh, Jay,” the voice said cautiously. “Daizee’s not here. Now don’t get crazy on me…”

Jay snapped, “I know Daizee’s not here, just like you’re not here.”

“If it helps any, I’m as perplexed by this whole turn of events myself, old sport. I’m not criticizing it, mind you – I’ve always wanted a voice, though if left up to me, I’d prefer a deeper baritone-”

He rubbed his head, massaged his temples. “I am not having this conversation.” Jay stood, wobbly. “C’mon, Nick. Let’s go inside.”

The voice cleared its throat. “I know we’re not having this conversation, but are you sure you should be walking? Your eyes look a little glassy…can you see all right?”

Jay squinted. He could see the outline of his house through the fog in his head. He turned his back on the voice. “Nick, c’mon.”

He heard the familiar tip-tip-tip of Nick’s claws as he followed him along the walkway. Twice he’d lost his balance and clung to the neighbor’s fence for support.

“Easy does it, old sport,” the voice cautioned.

Through the brain-fog, his house seemed miles away.

“One step at a time will get you there, Jay. One step at a time.”

Determined, Jay strived for the house all the faster. In his haste, he stumbled and fell to his knees.

“Whoa, sport. It’s not a race. That old house isn’t going anywhere.”

Ignoring the voice, Jay pulled himself up by the fence. He’d get to that damned house all right, get himself and his dog inside, and lock that voice out in the yard. He was certain a good night’s sleep would silence the voice forever.

“You’ve got some steps in front of you now, but only three. Take them one at a time and you’ll do fine.”

“I know how to walk up goddamned steps!” Jay erupted.

But the voice remained calm, persistent. “Ready for the first one, Jay. Nice and easy.”

“Nick!” Jay shouted. “Nick! Where the hell are you?” In response, the dog trotted up beside him, bounded the steps and waited on the porch. “Good dog… good dog.”

The steps were a struggle, even three, but he made it. He ripped open the screen door, triumphant, pushed open the interior door and allowed Nick to enter.

The kitchen was warm, familiar. The refrigerator was running, the kitchen clock still ticking, and the potpourri-scented candles stilled smelled like potpourri. All seemed right again.

What a spell he’d had. Jay laughed. Hearing voices now, what next? He felt drained from the experience, as if his reserve had suddenly sprung a leak. 

He found the sofa in the living room, the sofa Daizee had selected not more than a year ago. As if he could not go another step, he collapsed onto it and lay his head back on a pillow. He felt the impact as Nick leaped upon the sofa beside him. “Your master’s lost his mind,” he said to the dog, a statement a dog had no business answering. 

“You seem perfectly fine to me,” the dog replied, anyway.

Jay withdrew his hand and retreated to the edge of the sofa. “Nick?”

“That’s right, old sport,” the Jack Russell terrier replied, his jaws moving in perfect unison. 

“I can speak now.”

Chapter 4

All knowledge, the totality of all questions and all answers, is contained in the dog.

-- Franz Kafka, “Investigations of a Dog”

Sundays were Jay’s turn to make breakfast for Daizee (so were Saturdays for that matter). So he would slip from under the sheets, careful not to rock the bed and wake the slumbering Daizee. 

Bare-chested, she slept on her stomach, the sheet pulled around her waist. The infant light of a new day would leak through the blinds, catching a glimpse of her golden hair, or touching the tip of a curled eyelash. She slept silently, restfully. Jay longed to look into her dreams. 

But breakfast would not make itself, so diligently he would pour himself into his bathrobe and steal away to the kitchen, a stoic Nick following him. While Daizee dreamed in heavy van Gogh strokes and Nick did his duty in the garden, Jay would scramble the eggs, make the coffee, butter the toast, and squeeze the orange juice. 

Assembling the breakfast on a tray, garnished with fresh strawberries and a newly cut rose from the garden, he’d creep back into the room, awaken Daizee with a kiss on the forehead, and settle in to watch her eat.

“Ooh, Jay,” she would squeal with delight. “You’re spoiling me.” He didn’t even mind when she’d feed the crust off the toast to Nick and in the process, get crumbs all over the bed. Like a vacuum cleaner, Nick would find all the stray morsels and clean them up.

He had always acted like a dog. From the moment Daizee brought him home concealed in a picnic basket, this white, fluffy ball of enthusiasm flashed through the house, devouring anything in sight. 

He barked, and scratched, and fetched like any other dog Jay had known. But he never spoke. This led Jay to believe he had gone completely mad.

He stood at the kitchen door, watching Nick sniff about the garden. He seemed to be acting normal now. He watched him lift his leg on Jay’s rosebushes, and then kick some grass atop it. It was just his usual morning ritual of the past five years. Then he nosed about in a tight circle, tighter and tighter until he found the right spot, stopped and squatted-

“Uh, Jay? Do you mind?” that voice said – that voice not quite British – that voice almost Harvard-educated.

Jay shook himself. “Huh?”

“A little privacy here?” Nick requested.

“Certainly,” Jay replied, withdrawing from the door. Now his dog spoke -- and he appeared to have gained some modesty as well.

Over the next week, Jay did his best to ignore him. If Nick really wasn’t speaking, then he really wasn’t hearing him and sooner or later, Nick would stop talking and start acting like a dog again.

But Nick didn’t stop talking. In fact, he talked incessantly. He talked about art, literature, wines, the Middle East, the benefits of soy in one’s diet, the Government’s stance on assisted suicides, the ban on cloning, the future of the space program, films, actors and actresses, Britain’s royal family, even who he thought would win the World Series -- and on and on and on. 

Nick talked and Jay did not listen, or at least tried not to listen. But it’s pretty difficult to ignore a dog when he is speaking. But then he would remind himself that Nick really wasn’t speaking, that he was subscribing to some sort of paranoia, like David Berkowitz. Oh no! He was becoming the next Son of Sam! He convinced himself that if Nick ordered him to kill, he would most certainly get himself some professional help.

But truth be told, Jay found himself liking the sound of Nick’s voice, and the articulate manner in which he’d express himself. He enjoyed the thoughtful soliloquies on the virtues of dog food that makes its own gravy; the fiery diatribes on the evils of cats; and the compassion in his voice when he referred to Jay as “old sport.”

Even though his dog was not speaking, and some form of madness had seized control of him, it was not at all unpleasant. It was a happy form of schizophrenia and he found himself anxious to return home after a long day’s work, anxious to sit down to dinner with Nick and recount his day to him. And Nick seemed genuinely interested in listening, too.

But it was when Nick spoke of Daizee, when Jay listened most. Convinced Nick’s sudden voice was some repressed side of his own psyche, Jay thought it best to hear him out. Like dream interpretation, he thought something could be learned from it.

“You want Daizee back?” Nick asked one day, lying in a patch of sun on the living room floor.

Jay nodded.

Nick sighed. “I’ll help you get her back,” he responded matter-of-factly, licking his paw.

And Jay actually believed him.
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