
Prologue

h

When Lev Parker, Harmony Farms’ chief of police, called me 

the fi rst time about the job as animal control offi  cer, I was 

insulted— there was no way I was going to return to Harmony Farms, 

and certainly not to wear the uniform of a dog offi  cer. I’d escaped 

from there long ago. The fi rst in my family to go to college, I’d lived 

in an overcrowded and rowdy apartment, attending a community 

college with a tuition I could aff ord on my own with the help of a 

part- time job that fi lled every hour I wasn’t in class or studying. I 

majored in criminal justice. That path led to ac cep tance in the Police 

Academy and, fi nally, the fulfi llment of a dream, a position on the 

Boston police force. I’d found my place, my niche, a purpose. I wore 

that blue uniform with pride. I had outgrown my past, my family 

history. On my rare trips back to Harmony Farms, I imagined that 

now people looked at me with a new respect.

Three times Lev called with the off er, each time modifying it with 

pot sweetening— a little more money squeezed out of the fi nance 

committee, an almost new town vehicle, an assistant. I’d be a 

 dynamic part of his team.
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Lev’s clumsy “I need a good man” bullshit made it sound like I 

was the only ex- cop who could possibly do justice to the job of ani-

mal control offi  cer. I felt like I was a little kid getting picked last for 

the basketball team. Or, worse, that what he was off ering to me was 

a handout— a pity play. I knew I wasn’t fi t for duty, at least not for 

any real police duty; even though my own physical injuries had be-

gun to heal, my psychic injuries had festered. Maybe that’s all I was 

good for, scraping up roadkill, getting cats out of trees. At least no 

one gets killed in a job like that; nobody expects you to be brave. I 

would have no emotional attachment to the animals I encountered. 

Even at six months, I wasn’t at a distant- enough remove to believe 

that I could ever attach myself to another dog. The idea of partner-

ing again with a canine was out of the question. Is out of the ques-

tion, I still tell myself.

I know Lev didn’t look at it that way— that he was tossing me a 

bone— at least I don’t think he did. His point of view was that he 

had an opening and, clearly, I needed a job. I’d quit the force, ten-

dering my resignation with relief. Maybe relief isn’t the right word; 

more like capitulation. I’d given in to the overwhelming consequences 

of my loss. I was incapable of climbing out of the pit of despair that 

I had been blown into on that night in January.

“Cooper, with your experience, you’d be a real asset to me.”

“I was part of a K-9 unit, not a dogcatcher.”

“But you know dogs.”

“I knew one dog.” Argos. My German shepherd. No, the Bos-

ton PD’s shepherd. My partner. For months, I’d been mourning his 

loss, and my inability to put what had happened into its proper com-

partment and get on with my life had made me vulnerable to losing 

control of everything  else in my life.

The animal control job was a one- year contract. Temporary, a 

stopgap, Lev said, while I got better. Even so, I resisted the urge to 
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hang up on the man who had once been a good friend, resenting 

both the suggestion that I might be interested in such a job and the 

barely disguised pity with which it was off ered. “I know this is hard 

for you, Coop, but I really do need a good man in the position. The 

applicant pool around  here is pretty shallow. The only other guy is 

a preppy grad student our fi rst selectman is pushing on me. I thought 

of you because—”

I cut him off . I didn’t want to hear his justifi cations. “You, of all 

people, know why I don’t want to come back.”

“It’s history, man. Ancient history. There are so many new peo-

ple around  here, they don’t even know who Bull is. ”

“It’s not just Bull, and you know it. I’ve spent two de cades on the 

other side of the law from my brother. We Harrisons don’t have a 

sterling reputation in this town.”

“Harrison is pretty common name, and Jimmy’s not around any-

way. Hasn’t been for years.” As well I knew. My older brother was 

incarcerated in the prison at Walpole— in the eleventh year of his 

twelve- year sentence for drug traffi  cking.

Lev’s words might, once again, have fallen on my—literally— 

deaf ear, but they came just when my wife, Gayle, had had enough. 

It was when Gayle broke it to me that she wanted me out of the 

house— she couldn’t take what she called my “moods” anymore— 

that I fi nally listened to what my old basketball teammate had to 

say.

Gayle rested her fi ngers on the open mouth of the fi fth of bourbon, 

which had become my drink of choice. “I’m going to the gym. Why 

don’t you come with me?” She picked up the cap and screwed it 

back on.

I watched her slowly twist the cap, a casual motion. No recrimi-

nations, just a maternal “That’s enough for you,” acted out with a 

tightened bottle cap.
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“No thanks. I’m fi ne. You go ahead.”

It’s a conversation we’d had over and over, and I could tell that 

she was growing impatient with me. No, impatient isn’t the word. Wor-

ried, concerned. Maybe even bored. Tired of me and my inconsol-

able grief. She’d held my hand; she’d held my head when I’d gone 

too far with the bourbon. She’d held her tongue.

“Really, I’m just fi ne. Kind of tired. So you go.” I had my eye on 

that bottle, wondering if she’d notice if another inch was missing 

when she got home from the gym. She disappeared into the bedroom, 

then reappeared, kitted out in fl attering Spandex. “Hey, Gayle,” 

I said.

The hostility in her eyes was liquid. There is a sheen to the human 

eye when anger and frustration sheath it in dammed tears.

“You look great.” It was my clumsy attempt at a mollifying com-

pliment, but she wasn’t buying it.

“How would you know? When was the last time?” She didn’t have 

to say anything more. Along with everything  else I’d once held dear, 

our marital relations had suff ered with my descent into the black 

hole of despair.

She knew I was lying. Gayle didn’t look fi ne. She looked pinched 

and angry, and I knew it was my fault. But you can’t stop being sad 

just because some shrink says that you should be “moving on.”

Midnight and I was still awake, the ringing in my ear singing to 

me in the quiet of a lonely man’s vigil. It sang of self- doubt, of re-

gret. It sang of another night, deeply cold, stars so bright, they could 

make you believe in God.

I stood on the balcony, which was the real estate company’s pri-

mary sales feature of the condo. Look, a view of the city, cheap at 

the price. Behind me was the closed sliding door that kept my wife 

from hearing the sound of the bottle repeatedly touching the rim of 

my glass. In the near distance, with my good ear, I could hear the 

barking of a dog. A throaty, “mean it,” kind of bark. A warning. I 

was dwelling on my loss, maybe even wallowing in it. The good news 
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for me was that I knew that’s what I was doing. The bad news: It 

had become a comfortable place, but one that didn’t really allow for 

anyone  else. Gayle just didn’t get my failure to get over Argos’s loss.

I had Argos, my police dog, long before I knew Gayle. You don’t 

get many dogs like Argos. Full- on police dog when tracking down 

felons, total puppy when playing in the backyard. His bark was 

deep, his bite crushing, but his love for me was unmistakable. Gayle 

had claimed to love Argos, as much as she could love something that 

was as devoted to me as he was. Her love was simply a normal af-

fection for an animal, and why not? She didn’t work with him, de-

pend on him for professional success. He was the big dog taking up 

a lot of space in our condo. He wasn’t her fi rst love. He was mine.

It was a buddy of mine who got me interested in going for the 

K-9 unit. He’d been a dog handler in Af ghan i stan and couldn’t say 

enough about the rewards of having a canine partner. I’m not go-

ing to say that meeting Argos for the fi rst time was like love at fi rst 

sight, more like a bromance. Unlike human partners, we didn’t say 

good night at the end of a shift; we went home together. We spent 

holidays together. We played a lot of catch together. We had bound-

aries, like any good friends. He slept in his kennel at night. He didn’t 

beg at the table. Argos never questioned my authority and I never 

questioned his dedication to the job.

When Gayle came into our lives, Argos accepted my sudden dis-

traction with grace, placing her under his protection. Of course, he 

was not a pet. He was, for all intents and purposes, a tool. I was 

trained to use that tool. Aff ection and camaraderie  were allowable, 

but not to the point of undermining the dog’s purpose. Argos wasn’t 

a therapy dog; he was a weapon. Tell that to the human heart. To 

me, he was the  whole package.

“I’m done.” That’s what she said. She’d come back from the gym 

and I was exactly where she’d left me— slouched on the couch, still 

in the same sweats I’d started out in the day before, the bottle of bour-

bon down another four inches. “I can’t take this drinking, this 
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self- pity, this refusal to try.” And then she said the killing words: 

“You’re becoming just like your father.”

So when Lev had called earlier that eve ning, instead of saying no, 

I’d off ered to think about it. “I’m not promising, you understand, 

but maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to get away for a while.”

Lev shot the last arrow in his quiver— I could rent the old hunt-

ing camp on Bartlett’s Pond. I knew what he was off ering, even if 

he didn’t. Solitude. Time and place to lick the wounds that had been 

infl icted on me.

“Come see me.”

“Okay.” I stood in the middle of the kitchen, my phone still in 

my hand. I placed it facedown on the granite countertop. I told my-

self that I hadn’t said yes, but somehow it felt like I had made a de-

cision. Gayle, holed up now in the bedroom, sleeping, or pretending 

to sleep, had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want me around 

anymore. She’d had enough.

So as dawn crept up over the horizon, I called Lev back and told 

him I’d take the job.
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h

My quarry is intelligent, experienced, elusive. I make a slow 

turn off  the main road and head into a development, easing 

my government- issue vehicle over the numerous speed bumps de-

signed to keep the rate of speed through the neighborhood down to 

fi fteen miles per hour. I’m craning to see if my fugitive is skulking 

somewhere behind the cultivated shrubbery or hidden deep in the 

landscape architect– designed three- acre parcels of this, the most 

exclusive of all of Harmony Farms’ neighborhoods. This isn’t the 

fi rst time I’ve had to collect this par tic u lar miscreant. He has a taste 

for the good life, a sense of entitlement that frequently brings him 

 here to this covenant- restricted monument to suburban living.

I throw the vehicle into park, sit for a moment, collecting myself, 

running a hand over my military- short brush of hair. This is the 

most likely place. It is also where I need to be on foot. It’s time to roll. 

I settle my cap on my head and gather up my equipment. I shut the 

driver’s door very carefully so as not to alert my fugitive. Unlike me, 

my quarry has extraordinary hearing. The element of surprise is 

the only weapon at my disposal and the only one that gives me any 
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advantage. The good news is, it’s still early in the day, the better 

not to have interference in the proceedings. Once the neighbor-

hood residents are up and about, my chances of capturing the es-

capee are pretty well shot. Nothing worse than a posse of vigilante 

home own ers in pursuit of a trespasser.

Despite the similarities of tracking down an enemy or a felon or 

a missing person and tracking down this miserable runaway, there 

is no sense of danger, of imperative in this situation. Which, given 

my nightmares and panic attacks at the thought of returning to my 

former profession, is a good thing.

I shoulder the coil of rope and squat to examine a print in the 

dust, depending only on my eyes to tell me the whereabouts of my 

target. Back in the day, I would have depended less on my vision 

than upon my canine partner’s acute sense of smell to determine the 

direction of our quarry, his acute hearing to detect the slightest sound. 

This entire hunt would have been a snap with Argos by my side. I 

could have been blind and deaf and it wouldn’t have mattered. Now 

I’m just deaf.

It’s a pretty morning. The rising sun breaks rosy above the lake 

that is this town’s chief attraction— the view of which is the Upper 

Lake Estates at Harmony Farms’ chief selling point. The bucolic 

name of Harmony Farms belies the discordant undertones that have 

developed in the three de cades since urban fl ight brought an infl ux 

of newcomers to the village. It was once simply a farming commu-

nity, carved out of New En gland soil,  etched into hillsides with dry-

stone walls, its pastures grappled from the stingy fi sts of old- growth 

timber, itself then committed to use as fence posts, fi rewood, and 

farm houses. Lake Harmony is still its centerpiece, a ten- acre, pristine 

jewel in the crown, complemented by the half dozen spring- fed 

ponds that punctuate the terrain between gentle hills. Much of 

the shoreline is privately owned now, but the conservation people 

have carved out a nice public beach on the Lake Shore Drive side, the 

less pretty side, my side. It’s where we swam when I was a kid, and 
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where ice fi shermen would slide their ice shacks out to the middle 

of the lake back in the day when it froze  solid.

Old- timers like Deke Wilkins, whose family was one of the fi ve 

original families given the charter for Harmony Farms back in the 

1600s, have been pitted against the “new people,” who arrived back 

in the glory days of the 1980s. People like the fi rst selectman, Cyn-

thia Mann, who leads the charge for quality- of- life improvements 

to the roads, the school, and the gentrifi cation of Main Street. Or 

her husband, Donald Boykin, who sits on the land- use committee 

and likes to write big checks as “lead gifts” for a variety of big- ticket 

charities  here and elsewhere. Theirs are the names you see on the 

top of donor lists, the ones who know how to throw a party.

But with infl uence come accommodations. A few of the niceties. 

In other words, bring all of the things we like best about city life to 

this hamlet where we fl ed to avoid the pitfalls of city life. And be-

sides, twenty miles is too far to go to get a decent cup of coff ee. Deke 

Wilkins likes the sludge that Elvin sells at the Country Market. He 

doesn’t need any high- priced beverage too highfalutin to call itself 

small, medium, or large. Grande. He hoots when he says the word. 

At Elvin’s, he can get a small coff ee, and that’s just fi ne with him. 

“Gimme a petit, will ya?”

I jog along a meticulously groomed driveway, following a scat-

tering of prints pressed into the sprinkler- moist edge until I reach a 

gap in a determinedly trimmed hedge. On the other side, there’s a 

depression in the grass that might be a print; a little farther into the 

property, I fi nd another. I spot the best indicator that my quarry has 

passed this way, a small pile of manure. And there he is, happily graz-

ing upon the expansive fl ower beds of Harmony Farms’ wealthiest 

resident, Cutie-Pie, the miniature donkey, who has made a career 

out of escaping from his own ers’ inadequately fenced- in yard.

I pull a carrot out of my back pocket. Cutie-Pie eyes me with sus-

picion, gives me a wink, and goes back to eating the no doubt ex-

pensive and probably imported late- summer fl owers. His little brushy 
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tail twitches in derision. The thing with these miniature equines is 

that they don’t think like real equines. They are in de pen dent think-

ers. A  horse will allow itself to be led. A miniature donkey will plant 

four feet and become an immovable object. A statue of a donkey. I 

swear that it’s Eddie Murphy’s voice coming out of Cutie-Pie. Say 

what? Yours truly get in that truck? I don’t think so. You’re jokin’, right? Cutie-

Pie is only the size of a large dog. Not even as tall as Argos was.

Right now, my goal is to get a lead line attached to this animal. 

I hold out the carrot. Cutie-Pie, without moving his legs, stretches 

his neck to its full length, reaching with his prehensile lips for the 

carrot. I keep it just out of reach, making the donkey choose: Flow-

ers? Carrot? Cutie-Pie fi nally takes a step, then another. As soon as 

the donkey is within reach, I snag his halter, snapping the lead line 

to it. At least I’ve fi nally convinced the Bollens to keep the halter on 

at all times, even if I haven’t convinced them to fi x the freakin’ fence. 

Nice couple, one tick away from doddery. They treat this out- of- 

control equine like a baby. Mrs. Bollen was my third- grade teacher, 

so it’s pretty much impossible for me to threaten them with fi nes or 

confi scation. Besides, I really don’t want a donkey at the limited fa-

cility my part- time assistant, Jenny Bright, refers to as the “Bowwow 

Inn.” It’s barely adequate for the canine inmates. I mean, it’s better 

than it was when I arrived on the scene, but still pretty primitive.

Before I got  here, there was no shelter, just the pound, which was 

nothing more than a wire run attached to the outside of the town 

barn. At least now the impounds have a proper kennel, proper care. 

Even if this isn’t a job I want, I still have the integrity of purpose to 

make sure my animals are safe and rehomed. No animal on my 

watch will be put down unless critically injured or unequivocally dan-

gerous, and I haven’t encountered either of those circumstances to 

date, a third of the way into my twelve- month contract. I do that in 

memory of Argos. Argos, who could interpret what I was thinking 

even before I thought it. A pure white shepherd, his eyes deep brown, 

he was big for his breed, and maybe too pretty, but his magnifi cent 
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nose was what made him the best of the best. Acute and never wrong. 

Not once. I shake off  the thought. My shrink wants me to develop a 

mechanism to switch off  those thoughts, develop what he calls “cop-

ing” mechanisms; adopt something that will bring me out of the past 

and back into the moment.

Half a bag of carrots later, I have the donkey crammed into 

the backseat of the town’s white Suburban, a cast- off  vehicle from the 

building inspector’s department. Although I hope that Cutie-Pie 

doesn’t let loose in the ten minutes it’ll take to drive him home, I’ve set 

yesterday’s Boston Globe under his back end. I’ve really got to lay 

the law down with the Bollens. Armand Percy isn’t going to be too 

pleased to see his million- dollar gardens destroyed by a miniature 

donkey. Armand Percy isn’t exactly a warm and fuzzy kind of guy. 

We assume he’s some sort of venture capitalist who managed to sur-

vive the downturn. No one really knows what he does, just that he 

was one of the very fi rst of the very wealthy to arrive in Harmony 

Farms thirty years ago.

What’s certain is, Percy isn’t likely to be the sort of fellow to over-

look the destruction of his gardens. He’s more likely to be the sort 

of fellow who will demand restitution. In all the years that Percy 

has lived in Harmony Farms, there isn’t anyone who can claim to 

have seen him. Still, he keeps a cadre of  house cleaners, yardmen, 

gardeners, and window washers employed year- round, most of whom 

come from the same side of the tracks as I did. Not the fancy side 

with the homes with a view of Lake Harmony and two bathrooms, 

but the rough side, where getting through high school was an ac-

complishment and home was often subsidized housing or one cheap 

rental after another, like the places we’d end up each time my mother 

left my father, dragging us boys with her.

Tina Bollen rushes up to meet me as I pull into the driveway. “I 

knew you’d fi nd him!”

“Mrs. Bollen, this can’t keep happening.”

“I know.” She says she knows, but I don’t think she really gets it. 
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To her, and to her husband, Cutie-Pie is just a mischievous child. A 

bad little boy, which is exactly what she says as I extricate the don-

key from the backseat.

“Oh, Cutie-Pie, what a bad little boy you are.” She makes kissy 

noises and scratches his forehead, as if he’s done something cute. This 

attitude puzzles me, given Mrs. Bollen’s strict authority in the third- 

grade classroom. Oh, how times have changed.

“Some one of these days, a home own er is going to sue you if he 

fi nds Cutie-Pie munching on his fl owers.” I throw that out in the 

hope that the threat of litigation will bring her into reality. “That’s 

if he doesn’t keep a rifl e.” If litigation doesn’t work, how about the 

threat of plain old violence?

But Mrs. Bollen just smiles. “I don’t think so.” There’s a little of 

the old Mrs. Bollen in that remark, and something in her tone re-

minds me of the time she had me facing the blackboard, hands be-

hind my back, all my pals outside at recess. Mrs. Bollen was sitting 

there at her desk, humming softly, as I anguished over being kept 

in, the sounds of school yard play in my ears. My friends  were 

playing dodgeball, and every hollow bounce of the fl accid ball felt 

like a slap. I don’t remember what it was I did wrong to merit so 

unfair a punishment. Unlike my older brother, Jimmy, I wasn’t a 

bad kid, never intentionally fresh or into destructive mischief. I was 

probably caught chewing gum. Mrs. Bollen was a bug on gum chew-

ing. To this day, I never put a stick of Doublemint in my mouth with-

out feeling like I’m committing a misdemeanor. “Will you call 

someone to come build you a proper fence?”

Mrs. Bollen takes the donkey’s lead line out of my hand. She 

doesn’t look at me, just makes kissy sounds at Cutie-Pie. I look around, 

noting the fl aking paint on the  house and the poor condition of the 

roof.

“Look, if you can manage materials, I’ll do it for you. I just can’t 

keep chasing him down.”

The Mrs. Bollen of my childhood was tall and imperious, her 
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steel gray hair disciplined into a crown of curls. This woman barely 

comes up to my shoulder, and her white hair is loosely gathered into 

a relaxed bun. She reaches up and pats my cheek, as if I’m still eight, 

not thirty- eight. I see a glint of that pity she once showed me, as if I 

haven’t outgrown the need for it.

Mrs. Bollen was my teacher when my father was thrown in jail 

for drunk driving. Maybe she punished me that day because she 

wanted to keep me away from the other kids, the ones who knew 

what was going on. The ones who had heard from their parents that 

Bull Harrison had driven up Main Street in broad daylight, knock-

ing down parking meters like toothpicks with his ’68 Nova, until fi -

nally plowing through the plate- glass window of the Cumberland 

Farms. He climbed out of the truck, shook his head, bits of glass fall-

ing out of his beard, grabbed a half gallon of milk, and dug out his 

wallet. He looked at the shaken clerk. “Sorry about that.” Three lit-

tle words that became the town joke. No one was killed, thank God, 

and miraculously no one hurt, but Bull was— once again— the laugh-

ingstock of the village of Harmony Farms. Town drunk. Town joke. 

My father. Sorry about that.

Mr. Bollen has arrived on the scene, as bent over and plump as 

his wife is straight and thin. He gives Cutie-Pie a fond scratch on the 

neck. “That would be great, Cooper. If you’ll buy the materials, we’ll 

reimburse you. And for your time.”

“No, no need for that. Maybe a plate of that lasagna Mrs. Bollen 

is so famous for.” Somehow, I know that I’ll be using my own account 

at the lumberyard for the fencing and that I may never have the 

chutzpah to hand Mr. Bollen the bill. But it’ll be worth it to have that 

miserable little faux equine corralled permanently.

This is my life.

The dog waits patiently as the man who has kept him locked in the 

crate stands with two other men, a third man standing at a distance. 
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The dog can smell the sweet scent of fresh air all around him. The 

birds at this early hour have begun their chittering, and a new sun 

tinges the pond water pink.

The men are leaning against the big car, smoking cigars and pass-

ing a bottle from one to the next, pouring something into paper cups 

that smells sharp to the Labrador’s clever nose. Unpleasant, as is the 

smoke drifting out of their mouths. The fourth man says something 

to the trio, and the man who seems to be in possession of the dog 

fi nally drops his cigar, stamps his foot on it, and snatches up the dog’s 

leash. “Come on, dog.” The dog tags along happily enough. The oth-

ers follow. Like the man who holds his leash, they all cradle shot-

guns in their arms.

The walk is a pleasant one as they follow the fourth man, who 

moves quickly and quietly in the lead. They come to the pond, and 

a roofl ess structure, into which they go. Sunlight dapples the 

stamped- down riparian grasses under their feet. There’s some talk, 

and then the three men all face the water. The fourth man walks 

away. The dog is uninterested in the absent man; it’s enough to try 

to befriend the one in charge of him.

The dog doesn’t know what they’re waiting for, if indeed that’s 

what’s happening. He senses a general restlessness as the men, 

leaning through the open space above the low wall, shift on their 

booted feet and begin to mutter. Finally, a duck quacks, twice. The 

dog’s ears perk up at the sound.

The explosion over his head launches the dog into a frenzy of 

panicked barking. Once, twice, three times the guns blast two feet 

over his head. It’s only the grip the man has on the dog’s leash that 

prevents him from running away. He’s hauled back close to the man’s 

legs, close to the discharged and stinking weapons, their heat and 

odor burning fear into the dog’s mind.

He’s given an order, but not with words he’s ever heard before. 

It’s a human- language mystery, what this man wants of him. He’s 

pushed toward the water. “Go, go, go. Get the goddamn, duck, you expen-
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sive goddamn piece of . . . ” The dog is shaking, trembling, and the rage 

and frustration in the man brings the dog down to his belly; he rolls 

over, utterly submissive, quaking. The two other men stalk away, 

guns broken open, leaving the man and the dog alone on the edge of 

the pond.

The fi rst kick hurts. The second kick breaks a rib. The blow with 

the stock of the shotgun cracks but does not shatter his skull. The dog 

scrambles to his feet, pulls against the leash, sets his feet against the 

constriction of the web collar, struggles, and fi nally slips free to bolt.

“Get back  here, you mutt.”

The man raises his shotgun, one barrel still loaded. Fires.
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