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Dedicated, as always, to my family—with love.
And in memory of two good men, our fathers:
William Everett Hidler and Frank Gordon Gibson, Jr.





Prologue

He was a rough-looking thing. Big ears, wiry hair. His muzzle just beginning to grizzle. He looked like the sort who’d been living outside of society for a while, maybe never really been a companion. After a long parade of supplicants appearing before me, each wanting me to choose him or her, their noses pressed up to the chain-link fence that separated us, there was something in this one’s deep brown eyes, not a pleading—pleading I can overlook—but something else. A quiet dignity, maybe even an aloofness, as if he really didn’t need me or my kind being nice to him. Yes. That was it, a haughtiness that declared he needed no one’s pity; he shouldn’t even be here. Don’t look at me; I’m only here by coercion.

Our eyes met and held, but then he turned away. Beta to my alpha. But in that brief gaze, I saw something I recognized. Maybe it was just that I saw my own independent streak, the one that has kept me on top. Or the eyes of a fighter down on his luck, but with memories of recent glory. Maybe I saw that underneath the rough exterior lay a heart, like mine, not entirely hard. You’ve got to be tough to live in this world, whether your lip is curled in real anger or fear aggression, you have to be willing to carry out the threat. This battle-scarred fella understood that, and on that basis I made my decision. He was the one for me.

So I wagged my tail.




Chapter One

“Sophie.” Adam March doesn’t look up from the rectangle of paper in his hand. His tone is, as always, even, and no louder than it should be to reach across his executive-size office, through the open mahogany door, and to the ears of his latest personal assistant. On the pink rectangle of a “While You Were Out” memo slip, in Sophie’s preferred lilac-colored ink and written in her loopy handwriting, are three simple words that make no sense to Adam March. Your sister called. Not possible. Time and date of call: yesterday afternoon, while he was enduring what he hoped was the last of the meetings he was going to have to hold before today’s main event. A meeting in which he’d given a combination pep talk and take-no-prisoners mandate to his handpicked team.

Adam flips the pink note back and forth against the knuckles of his left hand. This is a mistake. Sophie has made a mistake. Not her first. Lately he’s been noticing these little slips of judgment, of carelessness, of Sophie’s slightly less than deferential attitude. As if she’s not a subordinate, but a peer. Too many late nights when the jacket comes off, the tie is loosened, and the sleeves are rolled up. Too many weary hours leaning over her as she works on her computer, struggling to make every document perfect. She’s made a common mistake: Being in the trenches together doesn’t mean that they are friends, that he will overlook sloppiness.

Adam closes his eyes, takes a deep breath. The most important day of his career and it’s already started out badly.

His alarm hadn’t gone off. Which meant he hadn’t had time for his run around the gravel jogging paths of his gated neighborhood, which meant he had lost that thirty minutes of “me time” he needed so desperately before a day filled with meetings, conference calls, at least one confrontation with middle management, and, at the end of the day, a dinner party his wife, Sterling, had planned in order to befriend the newest neighbors, the Van Arlens, before someone else got them. The Van Arlens, it was believed, had connections to the best people. People who were useful to anyone interested in social advancement and really good schools for their children. Which basically summed up Sterling.

Adam had no objection to a get-to-know-you dinner; he just preferred not to have them on the same day as so much else was going on in his life. But then, if they waited until he had a slow day, they’d still be living in Natick and their daughter wouldn’t be enjoying the connections that would serve her for the rest of her life. It was hard work, laying the groundwork for social/business/education/recreational pathways for a teenage daughter who greeted him with ill-disguised sullenness when he made the effort to show up for one or another of her endless sports in time for the final score.

When Adam thought about having kids, he’d pictured himself the Ward Cleaver of his family—wise, loving, adored. Ariel hadn’t been wryly mischievous like Beaver, or devoted like Wally. Adam hadn’t heard an understandable phrase out of her mouth in years, every mumble directed at the table, or muttered behind her long blond hair. The only time he saw her face was when he attended her horse shows, when her hair was scraped back and under her velvet-covered helmet. But then she blended in with the other girls, all pink cheeks and tight breeches and blue coats. Sometimes he rooted for the wrong girl/horse combination. To say nothing of the fact that all the horses looked alike, too. To Adam, horse shows were a tortuous and endless replication of the same blue coat, black helmet, brown horse racing around the course, and then the girl crying when a rail was knocked or a time fault incurred or because the horse was crazy, lazy, lame, or just plain stupid.

Except for Ariel’s drive to become some kind of horse-jumping champion, a goal at which Adam had thrown great handfuls of money, she was an enigma to him. Yet this is why he worked so hard. This and Sterling’s four-carat dinner ring and her personal fitness gurus, one at each of the three homes they owned—Sylvan Fields, Wellington, Florida, and Martha’s Vineyard—the support of an increasingly large staff and their illegal cousins; and the cadre of financial managers to make sure he didn’t pay more taxes than he should. They, unlike most of the rest of the people he employed, were very, very good.

At age forty-six, Adam March had found himself, on this overcast morning, pressing his forehead against the bathroom mirror and wishing he didn’t have to go to work. Not only had his alarm failed him but the housekeeper had failed—again—to have the made-to-order granola he needed. Nowhere in the giant pantry could he put his hands on the imported cereal he preferred. All he could find was the crap Ariel ate. With a childhood fed on cornflakes, now he could afford the best in breakfast food, so was it too much to ask that he find his granola when he wanted it? The sheer cost of importing it from Norway had to be justified by his eating it every day. But beyond that, without it, his bowels wouldn’t function, and if that system also failed him, Adam knew that he was in danger of really losing his temper, and it might be that this housekeeper would be the biggest loser once he was done with her. Which, of course, he couldn’t even consider until after this dinner party. To fire the stupid bitch today would mean that Sterling’s ire would overshadow his, until his temper and his bowels would shrink to a pipsqueak size.

Sterling, blond, whippet-thin, and sleeping the peaceful sleep of the person in charge of everything, was a force to be reckoned with, and Adam wasn’t about to unleash that power on a day so patently important to her. Not for her own sake, she so often said, but for his sake. His advancement, their only child’s advancement. It was social warfare out there, and Sterling provided the leadership of a general over her troops. “We have to be seen; we have to support the right charities.” Their name even appeared as supporters on a PBS documentary series. “We need to attend the right concerts. If you intend to succeed, that’s the price you have to pay.” That was but one of Sterling’s cheerleading themes. Some might say that Adam March had already succeeded. What more could he want? Some men might want strings of letters following their names, others the glory that came from leadership in the arts, the sciences, the political arena. Adam lusted after three letters: C E O. Chief Executive Officer. Such an achievement was no longer dependent on moving up in the ranks of promotions and cultivating years in the same company. It was more of a hopscotch of leaps across and over, one foot down, now two, from corporation to corporation, allowing himself to be seduced away from one major executive role to another. Manager, Vice President of Acquisitions or Division. A rise that came with a move to a bigger house in a better—read: more exclusive—neighborhood, another vacation home where he’d spend most of his time on his phone, too afraid to be out of touch for more than the time it took to use the bathroom, more BlackBerrys. More expense. Some days Adam felt like he didn’t have two coins to rub together. All of his salary and bonuses seemed to be absorbed into this machine of ambition. Still, the ripe red cherry of the top post was just out of reach. But not for long. After today, Adam’s elevation to the ultimate spot on the ladder at Dynamic Industries would be secure. President and CEO.

But this morning, all Adam had wanted for himself was a bowl of Norwegian granola and a fucking run through the contrived landscape of his most recent gated neighborhood. He wanted his “me time,” thirty minutes to call his own, leaving the Bluetooth behind, keeping his head down and his eyes only on the path so that he didn’t have to wave at neighbors or their help. His best ideas often came to him during that thirty minutes.

There was only one thing stopping Adam from just taking his run and going into work a bit late. He held himself and his staff to a rigorous standard of punctuality. Adam March entered his office at precisely seven-thirty every day. Not one minute before or after. It was a source of incredible satisfaction to him that people could set their watches by him. Adam believed that timeliness was an art and a science. Despite the ten-mile commute and all the variables of traffic, Adam arrived on time. And woe betide the staffer in his group who wasn’t there to greet him. Adam required simple things of people, the sine qua non of his expectation: Be on time. The groups that wandered into the building here and there, untaxed by punctuality, smacked of a basic sloppiness he would not allow in his.

Adam stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, looking at an attractively craggy face, his morning shadow of dark beard firming up a jaw that had only just begun to soften. He stared into his own cold brown eyes, eyes that had earned him the nickname, “Dead Eye.” A nickname he didn’t find offensive, but grudgingly affectionate. A face with gravitas. A face suited to the take-no-prisoners deal maker he had become.

If there was a shadow of an angry, grizzled man in the mirror, Adam swept it away with a brushful of French milled shaving soap.

Adam runs a hand down his silk tie, tucks the strange note into his jacket pocket. Sophie is still AWOL. He stares at her empty chair and, for the first time in many years, wonders about his sister.

Sophie’s armless secretary’s chair is cocked at an angle, as if its occupant weighs more on one side. Her computer screen with the Microsoft logo drifting around speaks of her having been on the computer opening up the e-mails that she will either forward to him or to his underlings or delete as unworthy. It isn’t enough that she’s in the building. Sophie needs to be at her desk when he arrives.

Adam lays the offending piece of memo paper down and opens up his old-fashioned top-loading briefcase. He can’t remember what he’s looking for. There she is, slinking back to her desk with a giant paper coffee cup in one hand, a pastry in the other. Even from deep in his office, Adam can see that she has a flake of icing on her chin. Now Sophie really is testing him. Instead of dropping everything and grabbing her notebook, she leans over her computer keyboard and taps the mouse. She is checking her e-mail. On his time. Outrageous. Sophie knows this is an important day. What can be more important to her than getting her marching orders from him? He’s really getting tired of her insubordination.

Your sister called.


Chapter Two

Adam sits on the floor of a small kitchen. The floor beneath him is sticky, splotched here and there with stains so old, they are part of the geometric pattern of the linoleum. He plays with a Matchbox car, making car noises as he pushes it along and around the cracks in the tile. He is underneath the kitchen table. Four chairs are pushed in; only one has someone sitting in it. His father. Big feet in work, boots, one lacing looser than the other. One foot tilted just a little on the rubber edge of its lug sole. Adam runs the little car up and over the feet of his father. His father shifts his foot away, removing the mountain. Adam putters his lips and propels his car around the perimeter of the defined space beneath the table. He can hear the clink of glass on glass, and the rustle of the newspaper being folded. They haven’t had supper yet, and there are no sounds of it being prepared. A pair of improbably high-heeled vinyl boots appears. His big sister. From his lair, Adam can see her knees, pale, knobby protuberances peeking out over the top of the white boots, above them a long sweep of skinny leg to the hem of her miniskirt.

“Where do you think you’re going?” His father’s voice is low, tired.

“I’m going out. I told you.”

“You are not. You need to start dinner.”

“You promised.”

Suddenly, his father scrapes back the chair and stands up. “Veronica.” Now all Adam can see is his blue work pants, the too-long pant legs covering the tops of his black steel-toed boots. His sister’s legs are obscured by their father’s. “No, I didn’t. You have responsibilities in this house.”

“Fuck my responsibilities.”

The sound of the slap is sharp, brief, startling, like the sound of his cap gun, and involuntary tears spark his eyes. His sister makes no sound. “Don’t you talk like that, young lady. Who do you think you are?”

“I’m sick of this. I’m sick of you. I’m sick of being the unpaid babysitter. He’s your kid; you take care of him.”

Adam watches from beneath the table, watches his sister’s long legs in those ridiculous boots stride to the back door. They live on the second floor; this door leads to the back stairs, to the dank hallway below with its clutter of empty cans and unused garden tools. She opens the door.

“Don’t you walk away from me.” His father’s voice is authority, dominance, power. Adam is too young at five and a half to think in those words, but he recognizes the hollowness in his chest every time his father speaks. The hollow fear that the troll beneath the bridge is talking to him and that he won’t have the answers.

From under his kitchen table cave, Adam watches as his sister’s legs come back, coming closer, until her small feet in the vinyl boots point directly at him. He feels a little relief. She’s back. She’ll stay.

He leans out a little, to see past his father’s legs. Veronica speaks, and what she says become the last words he’ll ever hear from his sister; the last words he remembers. “Fuck you, old man.” The door slams shut. And he is left alone with his father.

“Sophie.” A little more insistent. He needs to stop this before it goes any further. Where is that girl? Why isn’t she here standing in front of him with her little steno pad, her lilac-colored pen at the ready, waiting for his orders, waiting for his needs to be expressed and acted on. Waiting to hear him say that he, Adam March, has no sister and that whoever left that message should not be given any encouragement. He will not speak to her. Even before he can start the day’s critical work, now he has to tell Sophie she’s made a mistake, that despite those three innocuous words, despite what some woman has told her, he doesn’t have a sister. Sophie needs to be smarter about crank calls.

In more than forty years, he’s never had a word from her, not since the day she stormed out of the house, leaving him behind, alone with their widowed father. Veronica has been gone so long that he’s never spoken of an older sister, not even to his wife. Why would he bother bringing up a faint memory, a vague recollection of sitting on the couch and sharing a bowl of popcorn, when Veronica’s existence has nothing to do with him? With who he is. Who he has become.

Adam has not so much denied his history as created a whole new mythology—that of self-made man, his history beginning not with childhood, but with his summa cum laude graduation from the University of Massachusetts with his B.S., followed by his Harvard M.B.A. He has whitewashed the years of working as a Pioneer Valley Transit driver to pay for college. He has downplayed his childhood as a virtual orphan, refusing to speak of his past with a firmness that implies a slightly romantic, yet painful experience, not the facts of a father who gave him up to the state. Or the series of foster homes. The degradation of a life in the system. Long ago, Adam March encapsulated his actual childhood as the body will encapsulate a splinter, forming a hard mass of cells to separate the foreign body and dissolve it. In its place, he found ambition. Adam is a man who always catches the gold ring.

Adam folds the pink note. Veronica. “He’s your kid.” The sound of a slamming door.

Adam feels a tiny squeezing of his heart muscles. Not pain, not angina. Something else. Tension. The tension that makes him the tiger he is in the boardroom. Adam closes his eyes for a moment, then opens them and rereads the note. Your sister called. That is all that is written on the paper. No number. No address. No name. As if he knew them already.

Certainly this is Sophie’s misunderstanding, but what if it’s not? What if, in some bizarre circumstance, some unimaginable turn of events, his sister has come back? If so, what does she expect? A tearful reunion? What does she want? Money? That makes some sense, and he makes a mental note to call his lawyer as soon as he can break free from the day’s high-pressured activity. He opens the slip once more.

Your sister called. The shaky ground on which he has built his life trembles.

“Sophie.” The name spoken in a flat tone, devoid of warmth, as if addressing a dog. A dog that is being disobedient. A dog that needs training.

“Be right there, Mr. March.” Adam can see Sophie framed in the open office door as she bends over her computer, tiny dimples forming in the backs of her knees where her slightly too-tight, slightly too-short skirt slides upward in defiance of his dress code. Ties for the men and appropriate office wear for the women. Adam March does not tolerate Ally McBeal wear in his office. Sophie’s ample backside wavers from side to side as she taps the keyboard with a response to whatever it is she’s finding so amusing at his expense. His expensive time.

Suddenly, his mouth is dry and he is very thirsty. As he reaches for the carafe on his credenza, Adam suddenly feels his blood pressure drop, and with it a swooping dizziness, a sense of being outside of his own head. He touches the edge of his desk for solid contact, but his hands feel disembodied, attached to his wrists by threads. The momentary dizziness stops as his blood pressure begins scaling up, but not the sense of plummeting.

Outside of his office, Sophie laughs. Each note of her musical trill strikes him as increasingly taunting. Adam’s thoughts are circling wildly, his razor-sharp thinking suddenly clouded with anxiety. He’s got to get back on track; he has important phone calls to make. He doesn’t have time for distractions. He doesn’t have time to puzzle out what this means. Time for a sister.

Adam crushes the note and tosses it into the receptacle beneath his desk.

His sister, thinking to just walk back in, to pick up a relationship she abandoned when he was a little kid? Leaving him to be passed from one foster home to another? To jeopardize everything he’s spent his whole adult life building?

Adam retrieves the note and tears the sheet into halves, quarters, and eighths. Adam March has no sister. He has a business to run.

“Sophie.” Adam says her name again as if it is a dead word, a word that is meaningless, invented. “Sophie.” Harder on the second syllable. SoPHIE. Not imploring. Threatening.

The girl stands with her back to him, bending over her computer keyboard, her whole posture mocking his authority.

“Sophie.” His voice gone from authoritative mezzo forte to forte, and still the girl doesn’t come to him.

Still bent over the keyboard, Sophie raises one hand and waves back at Adam, a casual, dismissive salute, acknowledging his voice but postponing his wishes. Putting him off. Like Sterling puts him off. Time and again, when she stands in front of him in their bedroom, unabashedly naked, slowly lotioning herself, spraying the fine mist of her signature perfume into the air and walking through it, readying herself for whatever social event they are scheduled to attend or host. Untouchable. Her surgically enhanced body nearly unattractive in its rock-hard contours and artificially enhanced breasts, but invoking lust in him anyway. Lust that Sterling allows only afterward.

Waving him away like Ariel does, diminishing his importance in front of her teenage friends.

Sophie’s dismissive hand lowers to the keyboard, the importance of her electronic friend subsuming the importance of him. She shifts, the dimples behind her left knee disappearing and the ones on her right deepening, little mocking eyes.

Too much has been invested in this day. This day’s anticipated outcome. Too much of Adam’s time, effort, reputation, and future is wrapped up in his almost eighteen months of careful analysis, planning, coercing of colleagues to see that he is right, that this takeover is the right thing to do. Too much of his life has been spent in building up to this moment; maybe his whole life has been lived in preparation for this glorious day. With today’s launch, he will step into his rightful place as CEO designee, no longer lying in wait to take over Louis Wannamaker’s position. The years of building upon the weak foundation of his boyhood, his years of achievement, will come to fruition as heir apparent.

Veronica. He called out her name, then and for years after she slammed through the back door.

And Sophie is seriously challenging his authority. She needs reminding. She needs to remember herself and her place in this corporate pack.

“Don’t you talk back to me, young lady.”

Your sister called. What idiot believed some raving madwoman?

Adam’s mouth is bone-dry; his tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth. His pulse is pounding in his right temple, a curiously painful thumping that seems audible, as if he can listen to the rising of his blood pressure. He is out of breath. Behind him, the morning light casts a yellow square onto his massive black desk, his shadow like a keyhole in the center. He presses his knuckles against his leather blotter. A thin line of ragged pain arcs between his eyes for a single audible pulse beat. Adam presses his knuckles down harder, presses himself against the edge of the black desk, rocks a little to gain momentum, and pushes off. Coming around the wide desk, he knocks the regulation vase of fresh flowers askew; the foot of the fluted glass vase is suspended slightly over the edge, its balance held by the weight of the arrangement. A lily petal loosens and falls to the floor. Adam’s shoe crushes it into the carpet, a pink stain like roadkill against the macadam-colored weave.

Even as he reaches the doorway of his office, Adam is amazed at just how angry he is. It is as if the anger is boiling up from some deeper region of himself than he knew he had, that it is transforming him, physically wrenching his bones into another shape, his skin into another species. Adam has known anger; he’s shouted at his truculent daughter, at underlings, and even, rarely, at Sterling. But every time he raises his voice, he is reminded of his father, of his father’s last words to his escaping sister. His father’s voice is the only sound in his head right now. “Don’t defy me, young lady.”

“Sophie.” A croaking whisper, as if the anger has him by the throat, squeezing his breath out. The pulse in his temple pounds, and for an instant Adam thinks he is going to faint.

“Fuck you, old man.”

Sophie Anderson is riveted to her computer screen, reading through her e-mails, laughing at jokes forwarded from her pal in Consumer Affairs. She stands up only as she feels Adam’s breath on her neck. Then his hand on her shoulder as he wrenches her around to slap her full in the face.

Later, those who witnessed the event would claim they didn’t know who was attacking Sophie, that they all thought some crazed madman had gotten by security. It took four middle managers and two security guards to wrestle Adam to the floor. Like a beast, he howled. Corporate legend would tag Adam March forever as the Jekyll and Hyde of Dynamic Industries. A man primed for battle in the world of corporate take-no-prisoners management style had slipped his reason, like a steel bear trap sprung accidentally by the touch of a rabbit. Adam March lost his shit, as they said in cafeterias and cocktail parties for years to come. The high-and-mighty top dog was wrestled into submission and never seen again. But his legend, his incomprehensible act of wild self-destruction, lived on.


Chapter Three

I should explain a little about myself to you. A little bio. A thumbnail—or in my case, a dewclaw—description. I’m a little over three years old, still young enough to have to vie for position, old enough to go against only the best. I have good teeth, set in a strong jaw. One of my ears is sheered off at the bottom; the other hangs in a three-quarter break, and I keep it tight against my skull whenever I greet. My tail is as straight as a stick and I almost never let it rise above my back like some happy-go-lucky retriever. It’s a divining rod of my intentions, a whip, a warning. Depending on my circumstances, I’m forty-five or fifty pounds. When I’m on the street, I might shrink to a mere thirty unless I suss out the best Dumpsters and get there ahead of my vermin brethren. I don’t know what color I am; it’s an unimportant characteristic among my kind. What is important is that my anal glands describe my authority, my education, and my living arrangements to any who encounter me—where I’ve been and where I’m going.

My urine marks a wide territory. I have no testicles. The first time I was nabbed, off they went. I’ll come to that part of my history directly, but I will say that by that time I was fully masculine, and I have not given up my boyish ways except for the fulfillment of my genetic destiny. I can do it, but I’m shooting blanks.

From birth, my manifest destiny, as arranged by the young men who kept my parents in cages in a cellar, was to fight. My size and sex determined that I received the best of care from those who had no affection for the animals holed up in the inner-city cellar. I got fed. I got to wear heavy chains around my shoulders to bulk up my body into a mass of rock-solid muscle. I got strong enough that two of these callow young men, boys, pups of their species, had to hold me back. I rarely saw daylight. I was a creature of the night, shuttled from one cellar to another in the darkness, an ill-fitting muzzle all that was between me and their hands. I don’t recall ever being touched by them in a nonbusiness way. All jerks and pulls and pushes; the end of a stick, the flat of a board. Had either of those two young men ever dared unmuzzle me and pat my head, I would have licked his hand. They were afraid of me, of what they had created.

As I say, I was born in an inner-city cellar. My parents, unusually, were both on-site, so I got to know them both. So many of my kind are not so lucky. My mom was a full-blood pit bull—whatever that may mean in the lexicon of swaggering young men—descended from a long line of dogs whose survival depended on their prowess in the fight arena. None of them particularly angry, but all able to be incited to destruction; all highly competitive when pitted, no pun intended, against an adversary. Like the gladiators of old, our adversaries aren’t of our own choosing, but chosen for us by the men who employ us. Fighting is our livelihood. Our predetermined career. A job. The hours aren’t bad, and if you’re good at your job, you get to live another day and do it again.

Mom, whom they called “Bitch-dog,” was scarred along her lips, even to where there was a half-moon of missing flesh exposing her upper side teeth. Long retired from the pit, she’d become a breeding machine. Her dugs hung limp and wobbly; even after the authorities removed her from the cellar, her teats would never retract to their earlier tightness.

Now, we don’t identify one another by the breedist notions of those who cause our creation, but everybody knows that our different shapes and sizes, smells, and tail carriage help us to identify ourselves to one another. So, for convenience sake, I will say Dad was a blend of several types of “breeds” that have power and stamina; Dad was a mix of pit bull and rottweiler or boxer, maybe a little old-fashioned bulldog. Dad’s rottie parts gave him his height and bulk. His pit bull parts thinned out his back end but gave him a Bluto disproportion in his front end. He was a tough one in the ring, knew his game well, and he never gave ground. They called him “Fitty,” after some rapper they admired. It seemed to me, even as a youngster, that calling a gladiator like Dad “Fitty” was a bit silly. Although Dad and I were neighborhood champs, our boys were not contenders on the real dogfight circuit; thus were able to pass mixed breeds like Fitty and me off on their equally amateurish friends.

Naming conventions have ever puzzled us. If we don’t come when called, it’s likely that the appellation assigned to us is unacceptable. In my life I’ve been called many things, some of them not polite. We know one another by the names shouted at us, but more intimately by our scents. I think of my mother not as “Bitch-dog,” but by the warm scent of her particular skin, her particular odor nursing my less fortunate littermates. I was the big one. I was the one on the top teat. My lesser sibs perished in the boys’ brutal effort at selective breeding, tossed like so many field mice into the training cage.

On the street, my friends, and I’ve had many, are untethered by spoken names. I can visit them, even if they are out of sight, by their markers. Ah, there’s the tough little one. I see that the bitch who mates with big dogs has been hanging around the alley. Maybe I’ll wait for her. A further snuffle and I realize that she is now pregnant yet again. I see her in my mind’s eye, her teats swelling and her self-satisfied tongue lolling as she seeks out a safe haven for her nest. We think in pictures.

I picture the cellar in which I was born, comforted by the rich, warm scent of my mother’s skin and hair; curious at my first whiff of blood, the sweetish scent of it coming to me beyond the partition that separated us from the makeshift ring; not knowing what it was, but equating the smell of it with the sounds that came to me, the sounds of combat. My senses prepared me for my own experience, so that when I first saw blood, first engaged in a fight, it was as familiar to me as if I had studied the textbook.

When it was time to put aside childish things, I left my mother’s kennel and moved into isolation. I believe I may have howled on that first solitary night, but I was quickly quieted with a smack. Ever since, I have ducked my head at the sight of a fast-moving hand. My assailant tossed in a hard rubber ring, which I proceeded to gnaw, ingesting the slurry and vomiting in the night before I finally slept.

I picture the heavy chains that were looped over my head and onto my shoulders as I was paraded in the mean streets by the boys. They gave me a strong dog look, and I confess I might have swaggered a bit. I wasn’t fettered by the chains; I was proud of them. Around my neck a perfect uniform of tackle suited to controlling an uncontrollable animal. A collar that when jerked pressed prongs of metal into my thick neck. A leather collar fitted out with pointed studs was my dress uniform, the one I got to wear on formal occasions, like when the boys took me out to show off to their crew.

By the time I had reached my full size, the boys had begun my training in earnest.

Though I most resemble my mother—longish body, muzzle like a shoe box, whiplike tail, I am big like Dad. The rottie parts are pretty thinned out, so I’ll never weigh in at ninety pounds like those bruisers, but I’m in the heavyweight category for my sport. Fifty pounds, all muscle and bone and spit.

How do we know what to do the minute we’re dropped into a pit? We don’t. The first time, all we know is that our men expect something from us. Their sweat tells us that they are challenging one another; their voices are sharp, encouraging, cajoling, berating, fierce. In a few moments, we know what to do. We know what they want. We pick up on their agitation; we get into the trash talking. We engage. And, like those old-time gladiators, we know that defeat is not an option. This is what our men want. This is our job.

From the first time my boys put me in the ring, I understood what was expected of me. I fought out of fear. I’m not ashamed to say that. If you didn’t fear getting your nose bitten off, you were as crazy as those boys. Be the aggressor and you might not get hurt, or hurt as much. I’ll say something else: I didn’t always hate it. When you’re a little hungry, isolated, when you never get to meet your fellows in any sort of comradely way, your noses never touching the communicating part, only recognizing one another through the scents left on the fence posts, well, you get a little testy. It was my only outlet. I was pretty good at it.

I am and always will be a beast, a man-designed bag of sinew, bone, muscle, and teeth. My ancestors thought it was a good alliance between our kind and man, never dreaming that their physical shapes and proclivities would be so determined by another creature. I am made bestial by the job I was trained to do. Many of my species have lost that bestiality, replacing a heritage of scavenging around the firepit with an attachment to some human who will dote on them.

I never knew about that until the day my boys brought in a mutt from off the street, clean, toenails well clipped, uncollared, but a clearly attached Canis domesticus. This happened every now and then. When they’d run out of runts, the boys would bring in involuntary recruits for us to spar with. These draftees were not meant to be real challengers; they were generally short on muscle and low in stamina, often soft from good living. These naïve fellows arrive shamelessly tail-wagging, thinking they’ve found a new friend, and the next minute some tough-skinned, pale-eyed contender bites into their cheerfully upraised necks.

This one told me his story during the hours we had caged in the cellar of the house, his cage placed close enough to mine that we could talk so quietly that our voices didn’t provoke either of the boys to shout down “Shaddup.” His scent, even without my being able to sniff around his communicating area, was replete with good food and human touching. He told me that he had a person who took care of his every need, gently, even offering him treats for every silly thing he did. His job was not to roll around in a pit, but to walk without pulling on the leash. No, he didn’t wear a collar like mine. His, which the boys removed, was of soft leather, two metal disks declaring who he was and to whom he belonged tinkling merrily from it. He missed the sound; he wasn’t sure he could sleep well, not hearing the gentle ding of his tags as they touched while he circled for sleep. They and the collar were the badge of his service. And of them, he was quite proud. I was appalled. The idea of such submission sent an involuntary shiver along my back and I shook hard to rid myself of it. But I was curious, maybe even a little jealous.

I made short work of him in the practice pit, but he stuck in my mind as someone whose story was not singular, but indicative of a whole world beyond my cellar. The idea began to take hold. I spoke to others as we waited our turn, and, yes, they knew of these fellows who lived in houses, who didn’t bite for a living. Fellows who owed everything they had to packs of humans. Fellows who were expected to submit at all times like puppies to a grown male, even up into their mature years. They’d seen them, and not just in the arena. They’d seen them as my competitors were walked down the streets of the city, being brought to me on their own chains, they’d seen these others attached to light, meaningless leashes, happily gazing up at the faces of those who held the ends. They were usually dragged away to one side as the gladiators lumbered by, the fear in their people telegraphing caution to those at the end of the leash. The occasional lifted lip, not in challenge, but in submission. They were a hoot. Can you imagine?

I could, and, increasingly, I did. I was good in the pit, but I knew that there would always be the day when I’d be beaten—either by another fellow or by my boys. Beaten as punishment for being beaten. It’s what happened to Dad at least twice in my life.

But there was another sort of fellow that I met on a more regular basis, the one that lived an entirely independent life: the street dog. Usually more intelligent than the occasional leash dog, these street dogs were savvy. They understood the freedom of a life lived naturally. If they were often cold, hungry, and in danger of being run over, they lived their lives as they pleased. Unfortunately for them, they were also an easy target; put a plate of food out and, wham bam, they were snagged. Not just by my boys and their ilk but by the authorities, the men or women who made such dogs disappear in exactly the same way as my boys. One minute licking their hindquarters on the sidewalk, the next in a cage. But their stories were the best. High adventure, travel, frequent mating. Oh boy. It was rumored that the street dogs who were captured by the authorities only made it out if they were charming. Those who weren’t charming didn’t. But it’s hard to know charming when your whole life has been directed toward being irascible. No one knew where they went, but it didn’t take a standard poodle to figure it out. The odor of charring meat and bones that threaded through the miasma of scents that filled the city air was enough of a clue. Through the diesel and effluvia, doughnuts and wieners, the sweaty population and its overlay of artificial scent, working its way like a winding river of finality, the smoke of oblivion.

I was resting in my cage after a particularly challenging bout. My opponent had nearly prevailed, until by sheer bull force I pushed him over the line that demarcates winning. They thrust the breaking stick between my jaws and the game was over. I was sliced up pretty good, and one of the boys had made a squeamish attempt to stitch up the gash on my chest. The stitches pulled the skin together something like a badly made baseball. I licked at them, tasting the rough edges of my blood-crusted trussed skin, but I couldn’t reach the worst of it. My opponent lay on a pile of newspapers, his head flung back like he was baying at the moon. There was still a light in his eye, so I knew he hadn’t yet bled to death. I snortled an apology through the bars of my cage and he lifted his head. He snortled back, a kind of absolution for just doing my job. We’re a brutish lot, but we don’t hate one another. If we had hands, we could break out of here. He agreed, then laid his head down, and I watched as his spirit lifted away.

A pounding above our heads. Mom sat up, dispersing her latest litter onto the bottom of her cage. The men. The men are here. We’d heard about them, the men who come and our kind disappear. We’d heard they removed us to bigger cages, smaller cages; to fight us with other species, to simply cut our throats. Rumors of the men circulated most often after one of us died. A dime is dropped and things happen.

We heard the percussion of big boys’ feet upstairs, dashing toward the back of the apartment, clambering down the back stairs. I knew that there was a door to the outside, to the square of dirt where we were allowed to defecate twice a day. None of the boys ever stepped foot out there in the field of shit. We who used the yard, trotting around the perimeter, sniffing out one another over and over again, raising our legs against one another’s mark, we knew how to skirt the worst of the mess. If we lived on the outside, we’d be careful to place our business away from where we lived.

I heard the back door open; I stood and pressed my very sore nose against the wire of my cage and pricked my ears. I sniffed the air, an amalgam of our boys’ pungent sweat and the scent of the men. The men and one female. Her female scent lightly mingled with her heat. My mother shoveled her brood against the back of the cage with her nose, a worried gargle in her throat. I shook myself, ready for anything.


Chapter Four

The one-bedroom apartment is his accountant’s idea. “Until your lawyer straightens out the alimony and child support, you can’t afford to go on living in hotels.”

As the months rolled by, Adam had moved from one hotel to another, each one losing a star as the costs of keeping his almost ex-wife and child provided for, writing check after check to keep up with the billable hours of his lawyers fighting on the three fronts of his wife’s complaint, Sophie’s complaint, and what he determined was Dynamic’s illegal firing, drained his nonrenewable resources.

“Get yourself a little place, cook your own meals. Economize a little, Adam.”

“Afford?” For some reason, Adam is stuck on that word. It has been thirty-five years since the word afford and its ugly stepsister, economize, have been used against him, and then by one of his foster fathers with an electric bill in his hand. Not since the early days of their marriage had Adam expressed any concern about finances to Sterling. Maybe even never. By the time they met at a corporate retreat at which her father was keynote speaker, Adam was well on the way to self-made millionaire. A man whom her father, the all-powerful Herbert Carruthers, could admire.

Maybe he even encouraged spending, or at least did nothing to discourage the acquisition of possessions required of their place in life. For Sterling, it was the beautiful fashion-forward clothes, the legitimate designer accessories, the best and most current automobiles—gas consumption be damned—the home entertainment systems, and the luxury vacations. For Ariel, the increasingly more expensive horses, the promised Miata for her sixteenth birthday, and a guarantee that she would never suffer a student loan in her life. His little girl wants for nothing. His little wife had always wanted for nothing, and she intends to keep it that way.

Sterling knows what their marriage is worth and is scooping everything up with both arms. The houses, the portfolios, the cars, except his 2007 Lexus, a car that he would have been trading in this year as outmoded, time for a new one. The real estate investments. Her lawyers are really good. Words like mental cruelty are being lobbed at him; he is accused of being threatening, then is threatened himself with a restraining order. The documents chronicle the shadow of fear under which his family now claims to have lived. Adam knows exactly what threat he’s levied against Sterling, the threat to her social standing. Her husband is the crazy man who struck his PA. He is the executive whose massive takeover campaign failed to launch.

She can no longer hold her head up in polite society. People like them don’t strike underlings, at least not in public. People like them don’t fail.

His helpmeet, his partner in life, his Sterling has turned on him.

Adam leans his forehead against the glass of the picture window that looks out onto the street. There are no curtains on the window, and the landlord has yet to install the promised venetian blinds. There is one bedroom, just big enough for his double mattress on its frame and a bureau that he liberated from the attic of the Sylvan Fields house. It might have belonged to Sterling’s grandmother, or an aunt. Neither one could recall, and the possession of it was one of the rare moments of noncontention they have enjoyed in the last year and a half. A tiny bathroom with a puke green carpet on the floor opens into the living room. He has a futon, purchased from the same discount furniture place where he bought the mattress, a television on a pressboard stand, a hideous coffee table, a small kitchen table, now tucked against the opposite wall, and two folding chairs. The kitchen is a galley kitchen, barely big enough to turn around in, which makes it surprisingly efficient, especially as he uses only the microwave and the kettle.

The apartment is on the third floor of a four-story building in a row of four-story brick-faced buildings facing west. Not quite town houses, no bay windows or granite steps, these postwar buildings are utilitarian. A line of city trees soften the landscape, promise that this downscale Boston neighborhood is still inhabited by taxpayers who care.

Across the street, a line of small mom-and-pop businesses, a newsagent, a yarn shop, and a store with a jaunty rainbow of colors splashed in an arc across the plate-glass display window: A to Z Tropical Fish and Pet Supply. Little hand-painted fish gambol around the letters.

Standing at the bare rectangle of picture window, Adam stares down onto the early-morning street until he sees a light go on in the hole-in-the-wall paper store. He pulls on his pants, zips the fly but leaves the button undone. His two-day-old T-shirt hangs out, a small hole beginning under the right arm. Adam hasn’t taken well to doing laundry. He hasn’t figured out the rhythm of keeping a supply of clean underwear and is continually surprised to find none in his dresser drawer a mere week after having dragged his pillowcase of dirty clothes down to the Laundromat that anchors the fleet of businesses across the street from his place.

Adam roots around in his pants pocket for enough change to buy his daily fix of newspapers, The New York Times, which once simply appeared at his breakfast table, and The Wall Street Journal, which Sophie would leave on his credenza, important articles neatly highlighted in yellow. Nowadays, he adds the local rag to his pile as he scans for news about himself. His loss of control has become a metaphor for the rapacious greed of today’s overcompensated executives. If time heals all wounds, the year that the court cases have taken has diluted the amount of coverage. He’s old news now.

His sentencing is today. The final chapter for public consumption.

It’s pretty amazing at how effective some lawyers can be. Cadres of them. Ranks of men and women in expensive suits, carrying bulky briefcases crammed with the weaponry of law, filing into and out of windowless conference rooms with broad tables and dry-erase boards scarred with the wrong markers. The heavy scent of the knowledge of the law emanating from their very pores. Red-painted lips closed over perfect teeth; rep ties stroked downward, inanimate pets. Adam dreams of them at night. The red lips of the women parting to reveal razor teeth. The rep ties becoming reptiles, hissing and forking at him. Sometimes the faces become those of his adversaries: Wannamaker, Sophie, Sterling. In his scotch-drenched dreams, Adam shrinks as they rise above him like hot-air balloons, and he feels the flames of their anger torch his skin.

The predawn air is thick with humidity, a vaporous scrim obscuring a rising sun that casts no shadow on the street in front of Adam as he crosses over to the newsagent’s shop. It’s gonna be another hot one. The weather this year has been an example of extremes—miserable cold, nonexistent spring and now a September heat wave that lends credence to the wails of the global warming alarmists he and Dynamic had contradicted with their own cadre of experts. Barely five-thirty, and already Adam feels the slick of sweat coat his underarms, and perspiration trickles down the back of his neck, sliding around in fat drops into the depression of his clavicle. A fast-moving car threatens Adam as he crosses midblock to reach the other side. Adam does not walk any faster, challenging the driver to go around him, or hit him. The car swerves, its honk an afterthought. Adam raises his left hand in comradely salute, a single rude finger extended. It’s a gesture he hasn’t made since undergraduate days, but it pleases him in some atavistic way.

A man is coming down the street, north to south. He is dressed in the full-dress uniform of a businessman, defying the crack-of-dawn heat with a summer-weight suit, a crisp white shirt that glows in the humid murk, a beautiful yellow print tie done up in a proper Windsor knot, and spit-polished tassel loafers completing his look. Adam sees this man every weekday morning, since he’s begun waking so early, and assumes that he is walking to the T, perhaps the only physical exercise he can eke out of a busy day. Adam imagines that he works in one of the law offices, or for a management firm. Instead of a briefcase, he carries one of the modern soft-sided bags that laptops fit into, with a wide strap to carry it over a shoulder. He probably lives in one of the better neighborhoods that abut this one and is taking a shortcut. Not once has the walker acknowledged Adam’s presence on the same sidewalk at the same time five days a week. He marches by, his eyes averted. Just the tiniest pursing to his lips to indicate he is aware of Adam standing at the doorway of the newsagent’s; a slight acceleration in his pace.

Adam wrenches open the door of the shop, the old-fashioned clanging bell above the door announcing his arrival. There is an old man behind the counter. He perches his wide bum on a stool, an unlit cigar clamped into the corner of his mouth. His apron is newsprint gray, and his hands are black with it. His thin gray hair is highlighted with the ink, as if he’s been drawing new hair on his head. He looks up from his crossword puzzle. “Mornin’.”

“Mornin’.” Those are the only two words of conversation Adam has had since yesterday morning at this same time. Except for his lawyer’s secretary’s message in his voice mail, reminding him of the time to appear today at the county courthouse, he’s heard no human speech save that of the voices on the television, which he keeps on most of the time. Ariel won’t return his calls. His friends, plucked from the ranks of people like himself, the self he was for the last twenty years, rich, powerful, well connected, don’t return his calls. He is anathema.

It is in the dark of the night when Adam knows the most isolation. In the gray dawn, he shrugs off his self-pity as self-indulgent. But in the night, when the street is silent and the only sound in his apartment is the tink tink tink of the leaky bathroom faucet, Adam feels the weight of solitude bearing down on him. He has never cultivated a real friend, someone who knows him well enough to offer the simple support of a shared beer at the local bar. He lacks the quiet comfort of companionship, of sympathy. Strangely enough, the only person who comes to mind in the witching hour of sleepless waiting is Veronica. The only one who might understand his need to move far beyond his upbringing, to forge a new life. Once her existence was reintroduced into his life by accident, she persists in entering his thoughts. He finds himself wondering if she ever thinks of him, the little boy she never even said goodbye to. He could have hated her; instead, he had forgotten her. Denied her.

Adam sorts through the array of newspapers fanned out across the long counter as if he’s choosing the right cut of meat. Behind the counter, lottery tickets are on display, the true meat and drink of the small store. There is a coffee service, a double-burner stainless-steel maker offering one glass pot of regular and another of decaf. The regular is fresh—there is profit in being an early riser—and Adam helps himself to a large cup. He picks up a package of peanut butter crackers, which have become his breakfast of choice.

“Four-seventy-five.” The proprietor shifts his cigar to the other side of his mouth.

Adam digs out three crumpled bills and makes up the rest in coins—coins he should have saved for his laundry. He’s got to make an ATM stop sometime today, see if he can get by on a hundred till next week. Maybe he better do it before the sentencing. The sentencing. A wave of dismay percolates through him; the hand holding the coin trembles slightly, as if Adam is standing on the platform as a train blasts through.

Will the judge send him to jail? It wasn’t an outright assault, despite what Sophie kept slipping into the testimony. It was a slap. She wasn’t really traumatized; that whole bit about counseling and fear of men is hogwash. He isn’t a danger to anyone. He hasn’t made it impossible for her to work. Her leave of absence from Dynamic is a sham. The accusations and effect of his, albeit stupid, action had risen in graduated levels of absurdity as the trial went on.

Adam takes in a breath, letting the pain of breathing distract him from his line of thinking. Lately he has experienced pain like that from cracked ribs, as if he’d been the one attacked. “Do you have anything stronger than aspirin?”

The proprietor gestures toward a small display of patent medicines and shrugs. “Tylenol, Advil, the usual stuff. My wife likes Aleve.”

Adam studies the boxes, reads the ingredients, thinks back on the various commercial claims each one professes, and then checks the price. “You take credit cards?”

“Ten-dollar limit.”

Adam gathers one of each brand into his arms and dumps them on the counter with his paper and the coffee.

“Thanks, pal.” The proprietor bags his stuff and hands the plastic bag to him. Outside, Adam shoves his papers under his arm, shifts the plastic bag of drugs. Glancing next door, he sees the tropical fish store woman unlocking her door. She’s dressed in low-rise jeans and a tank top that just about touches the waistband. Her hair is still damp from her shower or from the early heat, and it hangs in gentle waves to her shoulders and is the color of molasses. She nods to him, a fellow early bird.

Adam has seen her before, just not this close. He spends a great deal of his day watching the street from his bolt-hole of an apartment. He’s watched her perform what seems to be a daily ritual of washing her front window—a willowy undulation side to side, up and down as she squeegees the plate glass with her long-poled blade.

What can he say to her? He feels a little like a voyeur face-to-face with his object. Up close, she’s older than he thought, not a girl, despite her youthful clothes, but a woman maybe in her late thirties, early forties.

Adam hesitates too long and she disappears into the shop. Taking a sip of his coffee, Adam waits to take advantage of a lull in the increased morning traffic. A moment later, the woman reappears, her hair bundled back out of the way with an elastic, a bucket of water in hand.

“Morning.” There, he’s established that he’s a human being.

She gives him the wary look of a woman alone on a city sidewalk, and he becomes conscious of his scrappy attire. “Mornin’.” Nothing more. She turns to her window washing. “Hot again.” Points for having a conversation, points off for being platitudinal.

“Sure is.” Her accent is tipped with some flavor not from here. Southern? Midwestern?

“Keep cool.”

“You, too.”

Sure, a hot courtroom his destination, an unknown penalty. A life off the rails. He’s cool. Absolutely.




End of sample
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