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I tell myself it would never have happened if! weren't a pack rat, but that's probably not true. I tell myself because I can't tell my husband, and Victor is gone, and Hope can't speak.

At least, I think she can't. Dogs can't. So Hope probably... doesn't.

We rescued Hope from a Jersey City shelter five years ago, springing her a day before she would have been euthanized. She was hrown and white and big and fat, somewhere between two and four, caught between a pit bull and a beagle. For weeks after, she reeked of shelter: cheap feed and disinfectant and fear. Nobody's idea of a pretty puppy.

My husband Jack and I were newlyweds when we decided to get a dog, both of us over 40, both of us pretty sure that kids were not in the picture. A dog was supposed to be a simple answer to the baby question that lingered in the air. Simple Hope was not to be. My brother had owned a psychotic pug, Truman, black as night, and stealthy in his biting. Jack's uncle devoted the last year of his life to an incontinent Golden Retriever he named Marilyn, after Monroe. When the uncle died, the house had to be fumigated before anyone would sit shiva. We should have known better. But Hope, like our marriage, was the triumph of delusion over experience.

Hope neither bit us in the dark nor soiled her home. She licked us awake, and she snuggled us to sleep. It was only when we todk her outside that we saw why Hope had remained an inmate of the shelter for so long. It wasn't her weight, or her breed, or her age. It was Hope's violent loathing for nearly every other dog she saw on the street. The world was her turf, and all others of her kind were the invaders. She leapt and snarled at the very sound of a leash clinking against a furry neck.

Jack and I did what we could. We hired trainers, and bought restraining devices that were humane. We crossed the narrow, double-parked Hoboken streets at the hint of a dog. Hope continued to lick us awake and snuggle us to sleep, and she got a little better, and we decided that was enough.

In truth, it was more than enough for my husband. When Jack was little, his father liked to intersperse fairy tales with true stories about Poland in the 1930s, where they had traded babies for sugar made from beets. "Not even good sugar," Jack's father would shake his head. Jack's mother, who had hidden her Jewish ways in a Catholic family during the war, would wake young Jack and his sister up in the middle of the night to test them on their Christian prayers. Just in case they ever needed them. 

Jack's parents told him never to forget, and in dream time, he kept his promise. Jack's nearly nightly adult nightmares were accompanied by shrieking recitations of the Hail Mary and Our Father in Polish, and negotiations for something sweet.

The first night Hope spent with us, as usual Jack cried out in his sleep. It had not been an easy day. I had already had two skirmishes with dogs, their owners shouting that Hope was a danger, and I was deranged. My arms sockets ached from yanking Hope out of peril. In my head, I rehearsed my "we're not bad people if we return her" speech. I dreaded what Hope might think of Jack's night terror.

Then, it happened. At Jack's first scream, Hope sprang up, leapt onto the bed, finding, precisely, the space between us. She nestled in the hollow, and laid her wet snout on Jack's shoulder. Jack fell silent. He wrapped his arms around our dog and sighed. In the dark, it was hard to tell their breathing apart.
He never had those dreams again.

I never gave the speech I had rehearsed.

"Just kill me when she has to go," Jackjoked, but I knew it was no joke. My parents were both dead (booze (slow), cancer (quick)), but Jack's parents remained improbably vigorous, just coming round the bend of 80. All of Jack's relatives who hadn't been eliminated by Hitler didn't just survive, they thrived.
Death confused Jack. Jack programmed computers. Whenever someone he cared about died, he would spend weeks talking about how they should have eaten differently. Or had sex with fewer partners. Or never quit that musician's life to be a chef for a big financial firm. In Jack's mind, if he could just rewrite that line of code where the life program broke down, well- the whole system would be up and running within an hour. He always wanted to fix things, and while it often drove me mad, it was also why I loved him.

I write. I work at home writing copy for Web sites and brochures and catalogs and even the occasional ghosted corporate autobiography. But when I was not speaking in the voice of a captain of industry, I walked Hope through the streets of Hoboken.

Every morning Hope and I would walk to the river pier where you can still trace the outline of the Twin Towers against the sky. Every afternoon, Hope dragged me to the riverside park named after Frank Sinatra, the city's most famous exile. Rumor had it Frank never wanted to return, but he still craved the city's distinctive coal fired bread, and had it shipped by private jet to Las Vegas. Hope knew nothing of Old Blue Eyes, but she loved his park, dashing right to the edge of the park's single jetty where she would bark at the crashing Hudson, telling it to back off. Frank would have approved.

Then, a few months ago, as Hope barked at the water, she slipped off the jetty and fell into the dank sand below. A high tide would have swept her into the deeps of the river. But the low tide dampened the sand just enough to cushion Hope's fall. And she just sat there, astonished, a pile of legs and fur. Hope didn't stand up until I told her to, didn't walk toward me until I commanded. I put my arms around Hope, buried my face in her fur. She writhed with pleasure, as she always did. But her scent soured. The river breeze could not disguise it. It was the smell of decay.

I said nothing to Jack. Hope continued to eat and walk and jump every day, just a little more slowly, with just a shade less interest. Our dog was such a mix of breeds-all of them fierce---that the vet assured us that she would probably live into her teens. "I'm a big believer in hybrid vigor," the vet said. But she was wrong. I could see Hope slipping closer to the shadows.

Then it happened. In Florida, bronchitis bloomed in Jack's mother's lungs, and Dad's father called us, saying, "I can't find the rice, goddamn that woman." Then he wept.

Jack got on a plane that night to find the rice, to hold his mother's hand, to take his father shopping. I stayed behind with Hope, and laid out my black dress.
Hope did what she always did when Jack went away. She leapt on the bed and nestled into Jack's side. I turned off the light. I thought I could hear my mother-in-law's delicate wheeze in the dark. I lay awake, alert for the phone call I expected from Jack. I harkened to the sound of my mother-in-law leaving this earth. But there was silence.

I woke the next morning to an empty bed. I looked at Hope's bed, where she lay quietly on her side.

"Breakfast, Hope," I said. "Breakfast."

Hope didn't move. I touched her fur, gave her bulky body a push.

"I don't know why you sleep so much," I said. "You don't have a job."

Death is presence: a new smell, briny, not unpleasant. Death is absence: the lack of breath in your dog's lungs. Death is still.

I ran howling from the room. Hope didn't follow. Would never follow.

It was still early, and the vet's office wouldn't open for another hour, so I spent that hour in the living room, futilely arranging a pile of papers in my ACTION! folder. And that's when I found it. I'd probably picked it up outside the health food store.

The pale blue flyer read: "Restoration/Rescue Services. We will find your dog if s/he is lost. Or carry him away when s/he is gone. Other services available. Remember: nothing ever truly goes away." The bottom of the flyer was decorated with terrible clip art of dogs and cats with wings and haloes, which made me cry and hate the art work, all at the same time.

But the creature my husband loved most in the world lay dead in the next room, and so I called.

The man who came to the door looked nothing like the rainbow-infused flyer. He looked like a surgeon. He wore light blue surgical scrubs and carried a very large dog crate on wheels. His hair was flossy, the color of new com. With his pasty, medical school pallor, he could have been 15, or 35.

"I'm Victor, and I'm sorry for your loss," the man said, in a soft, untraceable European accent.

"Actually," I said, "She was a pain in the ass."

Victor reached out; put one stiff hand on my shoulder.

"Who wouldn't like the chance to do it over, do it better?" Victor whispered.

"I don't know what I'm going to tell my husband." Victor stared at me, and then something shifted in his eyes.

"Maybe we can work something out," Victor said. "She was very pretty, your dog.”
I looked at Hope. She was no prettier in death than she'd been in life.

"No, she wasn't."

"I just wish she'd move one more time," I blurted.

"Your dog had a good life," Victor asserted. "We... my company... could give her more life."

"What?"

"It's a program... well, it was a program at the Institute. But they canned us because we weren't really doing AI and Robotics like we claimed on our grant proposals."

Somehow this complaint reassured me. I'd written a lot of grant proposals for scientists, and this was a common fear: that the research would not fit the money, and then the money would stop fitting the research.
"We lost our funding," Victor said. "But we believe in the work. And we have a private donor. We've found a way to restore animals."

"Restore?"

"Revive," sighed Victor. "Bring them new life." Victor fiddled with the dog crate. He looked almost bored as he said it. "I hate these terms. They sound so. ..Sci-Fi channel, you know?"

"How do you do that?"

"Do you really want to know?" Victor asked.

"No," I said. "But promise me, no one is hurt."

Victor looked away. "No more than usual in this world," he said

"How much?" I said.

"It's a research project," Victor said tartly. "Not a business. We should really be paying you. And we will, if we ever get our funding back."

"What if it doesn't work?"

"It does work," Victor said. "She'll be a little different, but all our clients have reported… improvements."

"Are there any other-recovered animals in Hoboken?"

"A couple. Mostly we've been doing work in Montclair, Short Hills."

I wanted to ask why, but Victor's pager went off. He glanced at it briefly.

"I have to get the show on the road," Victor said. "It doesn't work if the...animal is gone too long. Please step into the bathroom until I'm done. I'll call you in a few days."

For a moment, I was terrified. I'd heard about scam artists who cleaned your house, then cleaned you out. But ina way, I'm not sure I would have minded a robbery. Hope was gone, my heart was breaking, something should be taken from us. I had failed Jack, I had failed our dog. I stepped into the bathroom, and began to tally my losses.
Instead, after five minutes, I heard the squeaking wheels of the dog cart.
"See you soon," Victor called, and the door clicked, and for the first time in five years, I was completely alone.

*

It was surprisingly easy to lie to Jack, who I'd never lied to before. It helped that his father demanded attention all the time and could not bear to be in the hospital while his wife improbably fought death. Jack drove his Dad from one end of the Florida Keys to the other to parks, nature preserves, even gay bars. Jeff’s Dad got on the line once to tell me that he'd had a long talk with a drag queen about the intelligence of sea lions. "I didn't care for his makeup," Jack's dad said. "But he was a very smart boy."

"How's Hope?" Jack would say, at the end of each call.

"She misses you, and so do I," I said. I'd heard a movie producer once say once that the secret to lying was you had to keep it simple. If Victor never called me again, I'd already built the easy story that would let me off the hook: Hope had run away, I'd looked for her for days, called all the shelters. In that future life, could see Jack grieving, his rage that once again, I had not anticipated a glitch in the code. He might never fully forgive me, but I could live with that, because then Jack would believe that Hope was still out there, somewhere.

But Victor did call.

Four days later, I met Victor at Sinatra Park at midnight. Manhattan sparkled over his shoulder, and the Hudson sighed at his feet. He seemed to be alone.
"It didn't work," I said.

"Oh no, it worked," Victor said. "Look at the jetty."

I looked out onto the Hudson, and cast my eyes on the rocks. Hope-New Hope stood at the very tip of the jetty where she had once fallen.

"Hope!" I called. She turned and ran straight for me. She thrashed her head between my legs and bumped my knees in a hello, as she had always done, after a long absence.

"I hope you'll be pleased," Victor said. "All we ask is that you tell no one."

"Not even my husband?"

Victor shook his head.

"And what if I do?"

Victor looked away from me, at the glittering river. "What we can give, we can take away. There's a chip in her ear. We can always find you."

"Is that a threat or a promise?"

Victor headed towards the Institute, and then turned. "Have a good life," he said. "Call us when you need us. But please don't need us."

Then I turned away, put a leash on my dog, and went home.

*
After two weeks, Jack's mother recovered. ("I hate hospitals," she said to me on the phone. "If they think I'm going to die in one, they've got another thing coming.")

Jack was relieved. He was running out of ways to distract his dad, and was almost ready to take him to Disneyworld. I was grateful for the time to get used to this new Hope, who was, in nearly every way, a better dog. She was thinner, faster, less troubled. I missed it, in a way. What was Hope, if not trouble? On a whim, just before Jack got back, I even took her to a dog park where she had once been notorious.

There were about six dogs inside the fence, for the old Hope, about six too many. When this Hope entered the dog park, all the dogs inside stared at her, then headed to one side of the park, against the fence. New Hope looked back at them. When a boxer wagged his tail, New Hope wagged back-in exactly the same rhythm. When a Shepherd mix with a gimpy hind left leg advanced three steps toward her, suddenly Hope's back left leg crumpled, and she hopped, hopped, hopped. And, though Hope was a long​-snouted terrier mix, when she locked eyes with a droopy, nearly noseless bulldog, Hope's contracted and sagged as soon as they locked eyes.

After each act of mimicry, Hope looked up to me, waiting for praise. I patted her on the head, gave her a treat, and got the hell out of there. 

"Funny dog," said a young woman cheerfully, on our way out. Hope had once terrorized her Jack Russell, but the young woman seemed not to remember.
"Come back soon," she called.

*
Jack came home, tanned and rested, dressed in baggy pants and a Hawaiian shirt, the full retiree he called it. "Look at my beautiful dog!" Jack crowed, and opened his arms. New Hope looked at me, and I nodded, and the dog Jack would always love rocketed into his arms. We had practiced this one.

If Jack sensed something new about Hope, he said nothing. But he had to have noticed. When Hope saw other dogs, she now stared at them curiously, as if... trying to pick up their moves.

"Our little girl is growing up," Jack said once, as dog after dog did not disturb her equilibrium.

I did not get off so lightly. Each time Jack went down to visit his parents, he returned convinced that I was having an affair. I'd lost weight since I'd gotten New Hope, because we could walk so much farther without incident. And lying seems to make me less hungry. I wonder if I could turn that into a business.

Then, a week into Jack's return, Jack's night terrors returned, and this new Hope did not leap into the bed to comfort him. Did not, that is, until I crouched beside her and told her to watch. Then I bounded into the bed beside Jack and lay my nose on Jack's shoulder.

"What the hell are you doing?" Jack yelled.

"Imprinting," I said. And Hope's eyes flared in the dark, capturing the pattern.

"Well, stop it," said Jack. "Come here, Hope. Show Mommy how to do it right."

And Hope leapt into the bed and fooled her master.

"Liz?" Jack called out in the dark. "Did you put your perfume on Hope? Because

she smells just like you."

"Maybe," I said.

I called Victor a couple of times to tell him how well Hope was doing, but the phone was disconnected. A month after Hope was returned to us, the SPCA announced that they had found a puppy mill on Harrison Street, in an empty factory building. The puppies, the paper noted, were docile and well-cared for, but the cop who was quoted said, "It was almost as if you had to teach them how to bark."

Still, there are days I think I hallucinated the whole thing. But I have only to touch Hope to awaken. Tiny notches at the top of each of Hope's legs, a faint jagged line around her neck: signs of surgery, what kind, I will never know. Jack has never mentioned them, but he has stopped complaining about my gray hair, too, so there are tradeoffs. When I first fell in love with Jack, it was in part because he noticed so much. When we got married, this trait nearly broke us up. Noticing is not the same as loving. Now, I wonder what Jack sees when he sees Hope, what code he rewrote in his own brain so that he believes this is the same dog we rescued from a stinking shelter. But I'm not willing to lose Hope to find that out.

I wonder if Hope is lonely, being this way, being new. When the old Hope was very bad, I'd call her a monster, but it wasn't true. Old Hope was just being a dog, protecting her turf, striking out against her enemies, the way thousands of years of breeding had taught her. New Hope behaves like a dream-but she is the one made from spare parts, and, who knows, high speed optical fibers. I put my head to her belly, hoping to hear the moving pieces, but when I try this, Hope just licks me. She is my sweet beast.

Just yesterday, Jack returned from a walk with Hope, distracted, almost distraught.

"Hope made a new friend," Jack said slowly. "It was the weirdest thing: A cat. A giant ginger cat. The owner was walking it on a leash. They licked and… kissed. They seemed to know each other from a former life, the woman said."

"Hope hates cats."

“Well, she doesn't hate this one."

"What's the cat's name?"

"Replay," laughed Jack. "Where do you think she got that?"

