
		
			
			[image: image]


		

	
	
		
			Following Atticus

			Forty-Eight High Peaks, One Little Dog, and an Extraordinary Friendship

			Tom Ryan

			[image: Harper_Logo.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			Dedication

			For R.R.—always in my heart

		

	


	
		
			Epigraph

			“There’s no sense in going further—it’s the edge of cultivation,”

			So they said, and I believed it . .. 

			Till a voice, as bad as Conscience, rang interminable changes

			On one everlasting Whisper day and night repeated—so:

			“Something hidden. Go and find it. Go and look behind the Ranges—

			Something lost behind the Ranges. Lost and waiting for you. Go!”

			—RUDYARD KIPLING, “THE EXPLORER”

			We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned, so as to have the life that is waiting for us.

			—JOSEPH CAMPBELL
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			Prologue

			October 8, 2006

			Dear Dad,

			I have a new favorite photo. I took it on Saturday while walking down the Polecat Ski Trail on Wildcat Mountain.

			Off in the distance—stately, proud, and jagged—stands the gigantic duo of Mount Adams and Mount Madison. Sloping down from their craggy summits and from the low shoulder of Mount Washington spreads an infinite army of trees stationed by rank. Highest are the evergreens, those hardy trees that never change throughout the seasons. They extend up to tree line, just below the summits, and slope downward until they mingle with the deciduous trees in their October war paint. An infantry of red, orange, and yellow that rolls forward like a great wave from an ocean swell. By the colors and the undulating hills at the foot of the mountains, you can almost see the trees pulsing, like an army ready to charge into battle.

			This army flows ever onward toward the camera until it forms a battle line both tense and even, ready for the order from high above to advance.

			In front of the trees there is a field—a mixture of faded yellow and green, flattened through the years, as if many battles have taken place there. In the foreground, separated from the front lines by yards of grass, sitting with his back to the camera, is a small, solitary figure looking at the legions of trees as they stretch on mile after mile.

			The lone figure sits erect, ready for the wave to break, ready for whatever the world is about to unleash upon him. He is serene (or perhaps resigned to the coming test), humble and undaunted because he has faith that he will find a way.

			He is Frodo Baggins; he is Don Quixote; he is Huck Finn. He is every unlikely hero who ever took a step out the door and found himself swept up in adventure.

			Looking at the photo, I think of what the poet William Irwin Thompson wrote: “When we come to an edge we come to a frontier that tells us that we are now about to become more than we have been before.”

			For there he sits, alone in that field, facing an edge, facing a frontier, facing a wilderness that dwarfs him. And yet he sits. Facing it. Not turning away. Not running away.

			The little fellow in the photograph is my hiking partner, Atticus M. Finch, named for yet another humble and unlikely literary hero.

			Since May 21 of last year, he has been kind enough to put up with me as I’ve flung the two of us into our mountain adventures. Up until then we weren’t all that active. We mostly sat around Newburyport. We took little walks in the woods or on the beach, but never too far because I was too heavy and out of shape. Then, last year, after being introduced to the four-thousand-footers, we immediately fell head over heels for them and hiked all forty-eight peaks in eleven weeks. We so rushed through them all that I decided to do them again throughout this spring, summer, and fall—and this time we took our time to enjoy them more.

			Watching Atticus gazing upon those trees was when I started to celebrate this round of the forty-eight, but more than that I celebrated this curious little dog. How lucky I am to have him as a hiking partner. Come wind, sun, snow, or rain he has been with me every step of the way. Most of the time it’s just the two of us, and our tight bond has grown even stronger.

			When I saw him sitting, facing that wilderness, I thought of all those unlikely heroes in literature who have faced unimagined challenges and come out seasoned and strangely different. In the end they became more than they’d ever been, and you just knew that through sadness and joy, through good days and bad, no matter what happened next, after the story ended and they walked off into the sunset, they could handle all the trials and tribulations that life had in store for them. But while knowing that, I also knew the sadness that comes with the closing of a book, in saying good-bye to my favorite characters. I often mourn the end of an adventure for that very reason. I have come to judge a good story as one that makes me feel as if I’m losing a friend when I read the final page, close the book, and put it down for the last time.

			Luckily for me, this is not the end of a book but merely a chapter. Atticus and I have many adventures to go before our days are done. As a matter of fact, the next one starts in just a couple of months, and that will be a story unto itself, I’m sure.

			While walking farther down the ski slope through the shaded green grass and between sun-soaked golden trees, I took note of everything I was feeling, absorbed the beauty like a sponge, and looked upon Atticus with the same wonder I have for these mountains and for the trees and for the wind that knows them both. In watching him bounce down the slope in his carefree style, I smiled. How could I not?

			Looking at this little dog, who weighs twenty pounds after a good meal, I find myself loving him as much as I do because, like all those unlikely literary heroes, there’s more to him than meets the eye. And I am lucky enough to count him not only as a hiking partner but also a friend.

			There are some days that are perfect, not so much for what is accomplished as for what is felt and will always be remembered. Yesterday was one of those perfect days, when two friends finished one chapter and went off in search of another.

			Love,

			Tom

		

	


	
		
			Part I

			Innocence Lost, Innocence Found

			May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, dangerous, leading to the most amazing view. May your mountains rise into and above the clouds.

			 —EDWARD ABBEY

		

	


	
		
			1

			A Door Opens 

			I led a most unusual life. Some would even say it was exciting. I was the editor, publisher, and lone employee of my own newspaper. In it I chronicled the life and times of Newburyport, a small city on the North Shore of Massachusetts. I was poor but influential, happy but stressed, fulfilled in my work but not in my life. I was making a difference, but at the same time I felt like there was something missing.

			Most of my nights were spent covering meetings at city hall, and after those meetings I’d get the stories behind the stories when I’d chat with city officials for hours on end. I filled my days conversing with characters from all walks of life and listening as they told me the secrets of Newburyport. In a city of seventeen thousand, everyone had a story to tell—and typically several more about their neighbors. Every two weeks my paper hit the streets filled with those stories, and nearly every issue sold out. It was a must-read, for as the typical Newburyporter saw it, the world revolved around our little city where the Merrimack River meets the Atlantic Ocean.

			I stayed up late at night and got up early each morning. There was no need for an alarm clock, however. I lived alone on the third floor of the old Grand Army Building in the heart of the downtown, and I slept on a couch. The sun rose out of the Atlantic, and daybreak spread across Plum Island, raced along the Merrimack, touched down on Joppa Flats, cast its early-morning shadows through the tightly knit historic neighborhoods of the South End, and when it reached the redbrick buildings in the downtown, it set them ablaze. The blinding orange glow reflected off that canyon of brick into my large, west-facing windows and told me it was time to get up.

			But Tuesdays were different, especially in winter, when the days were shorter and the early mornings darker. I’d bolt upright, awakened by the cacophony of the trash truck making its way up State Street. The whine of the gears, the squeal of the breaks, the crash of garbage dumped into the truck, the compressor’s heavy metallic thud. I’d rush out of bed, grab my trash, hurtle down two flights of stairs, and hope to beat the truck to the curb outside my back door on Charter Street. For five years I raced that trash truck, sometimes winning, sometimes not.

			I never put my garbage out on Monday night the way my neighbors did. I was warned not to. This was Newburyport, after all, a city with long-held secrets. For as postcard-pretty as it was, it had a charmingly sinister side. Since I dealt in secrets, and those who shared them, I could not be too careful. But after five years I was tired of being paranoid and tired of racing the trash truck. One Monday night I put out four bags of trash. As fate would have it, it was the night my trash disappeared. It was the night my greatest adventure would begin.

			My paper was called the Undertoad. The title came from John Irving’s The World According to Garp: a reminder that there’s always something lurking, beneath even the smoothest surface. It wasn’t a typical name for a newspaper, but Newburyport was not your typical city. It was Norman Rockwell meets Alfred Hitchcock. It was townies and newcomers, straights and gays. It was old Yankees and the Irish and the Greeks. It was a city divided many times over.

			Newburyport was the home of William Lloyd Garrison, the abolitionist who sharpened his pen locally before taking on slavery on the national stage with his paper the Liberator. It was the home of Andrew J. “Bossy” Gillis, the on-again, off-again bad-boy mayor from the wrong side of the tracks who was as colorful a political character as any this nation has ever seen. Bossy published his own paper to take on his political foes. He called it the Asbestos, because “it was too hot to handle.” Newburyport was the home of John P. Marquand, a Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist who used the local gentry in many of his works. And for nearly a decade during the 1930s and ’40s, Newburyport, with its rigid, antiquated class structure, was also the home of William Lloyd Warner, a Chicago anthropologist and sociologist, and his team of thirty researchers. Their study of Newburyport, Yankee City, is perhaps the longest-running study ever done of an American city.

			I was compared to all of them, but most often I was considered a cross between Garrison and Gillis. As humbling as this was, I admitted to being more Gillis than Garrison. In the Newburyport I knew, you had to be a bit of a brawler if you were going to be writing about scoundrels. In my debut issue of the ’Toad, I wrote about my desire to “shine light in the dark places, weed the garden, and poison the poisoners.” But I was no mere muckraker; I was a romantic who regularly invoked the words of Emerson, Thoreau, and other existentialists. I uncovered the dirt, but I also had high hopes for where the city could go and what it could be.

			Once, when a new reporter came to work for the Newburyport Daily News, she sought me out, even though I was the competition, and asked, “So what’s it like here?”

			“It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen,” I told her.

			She wasn’t impressed. “I hear the same thing about every town I go to.”

			A year later she left the paper to work for a Boston television station. I asked her, “So what was it like?”

			“It was like nothing I’ve ever seen!”

			The city was filled with characters and character. It had a history of fishing, then of shipbuilding and shipping, then of textile mills and shoe factories. In the fifties and sixties, after the mills and factories folded or moved elsewhere, Newburyport was left to rot. The most heavy-handed politician in town at the time led the charge to demolish the great Federal-style buildings of the downtown and replace them with strip malls and parking lots. A group of citizens came together, hired an architect to show what the downtown could look like if it were saved, and went to court to stop the demolition. They won, and Newburyport became the first city in the country to use HUD money to restore instead of demolish a blighted downtown. This brought about a great restoration, but to many of the locals it brought about an even greater bitterness. For once newcomers saw how beautiful a place it was, they started moving in, and gentrification washed away much of the old and the familiar. Locals no longer saw it as their city and bemoaned the loss of the stores they’d grown up with as one by one they were replaced by upscale boutiques.

			Through all its changes, the one constant in Newburyport was the rough-and-tumble political scene. Politics was king and, more often than not, dirty. Those who had power did whatever they had to do to hold on to it. It wasn’t just native against newcomer; it was also native against native. Some called the town “Cannibal City.” Others referred to the locals as crabs in a bucket—when one climbs up, the others try to pull him down. It was full of incest and infighting at their most vicious—and about the most wonderful place in the world for a new writer.

			I’d arrived on the scene during a perfect political storm. Power had been wrested from the good-old-boy network by a mayor who had been in the city for only three years. To add insult to injury, it just so happened that this newcomer was also a woman and a lesbian. She was a breath of fresh air for a stuffy provincial city that took itself far too seriously. The mayor was coming to the end of her first two-year term, and the good old boys not only wanted to drive her from the corner office, they wanted her out of town.

			I had no thought of getting involved in politics or starting a newspaper. But I was so shocked by the way they bullied this young mayor, mostly with rumor and innuendo, that I couldn’t help myself, and I jumped into the fray. I wrote letters to the editor of the daily and weekly papers. Without realizing it, I was following in the footsteps of Garrison and Gillis by naming names, something not typically done in Newburyport. In a wild and raucous election, the incumbent won a close battle against a former mayor who had served five straight terms long before. Although I was new to town, my letters were credited with helping bring about the victory. A year later the Undertoad was born, and it wasn’t long before the Boston Globe referred to my paper as “the insider’s guide to the underside of Newburyport.”

			Depending on where you stood in town, whom you were related to or were friends with, I was either a muckraker or a reformer. I took on the good old boys, refused to worship the long-existing sacred cows that the Daily News protected, and was helped in part because I didn’t know the first thing about journalism. Instead I paid more attention to what ordinary people had to say and thought about what I didn’t like about newspapers and then did just the opposite. My headlines were sensational and colorful but factual. My reporting was intimate and included as many names in each issue as possible. I realized that people didn’t care too much about organizations or city boards because they couldn’t relate to them. But in a small city where everyone knew your name, they could relate to a city official they saw at the health club, who was the coach of their son’s Little League team, or who managed a local restaurant. Articles ran the gamut of emotions.

			I chastised native-born city councilors for attempting to block the mayor’s every move simply because she was a newcomer, and I spent many issues highlighting the clearly defined lines between the natives and newcomers holding political office. I’d often find the richest stories at various board meetings that weren’t always attended by reporters from the other papers. I caught board members doing favors for friends or business associates when they should have recused themselves from the hearing, and I’d send information to the state’s ethics commission. On more than one occasion, board members chose to resign.

			I would often sit shocked as city councilors or other community leaders lied in some televised meeting and thought nothing of it. When I’d report it, they’d act as though I were the one who had crossed the line—and in some ways they were right, I had. I refused to let business happen as it always had happened.

			Their lies knew no bounds. My favorite was when one seething city councilor who was friendly with many local developers argued against the city’s buying several acres of open space that were slated for development. He pointed out that he should care about the land more than anyone else because his brother was buried in the adjoining cemetery. The cemetery was on a hill, and conservationists feared that development of the land would cause the historic burial ground to shift, the land to erode, and some of the graves to crumble. The problem was that the city councilor’s brother was dead, all right, but he was buried elsewhere.

			No one was above criticism, least of all any of the mayors I covered. They offered the best grist for my paper, whether it came to appointing an ethically challenged person to one of the city’s boards—someone whose only qualification was having worked on the mayor’s campaign and helped him or her get elected—or attempting to slide through a land deal for a supporter. The mayors didn’t stick around very long during the Undertoad years. It was usually one two-year term and out.

			But my paper wasn’t all negative. It couldn’t be. While pointing out what was wrong with the city, I also showed what was right with it. I’d support a courageous vote by a councilor or a stance by a mayor. I applauded the better members of the various city boards and commissions and deserving city employees. In a regular column titled “Ten Things to Love About Newburyport,” I listed ten people who were doing good things. It could be a developer who believed in historic preservation, a librarian who took great pride in her work and loved books and the people who read them, or a cashier at the local supermarket who never missed a day of work and greeted nearly every customer by name. Each December I named at least one Person of the Year. There were activists, business leaders, courageous police offers, teachers, and coaches. One year Pete Daigle, the city-hall custodian, won the award because of his gentle nature, his hard work, and his ability to keep his head while others all around him in city government were losing theirs.

			As for my qualifications as a journalist, I had none. I didn’t go to school for journalism, and the only writing I’d ever done was a handful of letters to the editor. I knew little about politics but knew what I didn’t like about politicians. My only background came from my father’s romanticized view of the Kennedys and the Founding Fathers—he thought theirs and not his was the greatest generation.

			My father, Jack Ryan, was politically active, and he conscripted each of his nine children into working for Democratic candidates for any office, national or local. It didn’t matter that we didn’t know a candidate or didn’t want to get involved and would much rather have been out playing with our friends. We were forced to canvass the neighborhoods in our hometown of Medway, Massachusetts, passing out campaign brochures. On weekends we’d have to stand for hours holding signs supporting his favorite candidates. But, like all my brothers and sisters, once I moved away from home, I got as far from politics as I could. I’d had my fill.

			As for Jack Ryan’s political beliefs—they were a bit confusing. He was the liberal Archie Bunker. He believed in equal rights, as long as a minority wasn’t going to be living next door to us in little Medway.

			One summer, while I was working as a student athletic trainer at the University of Iowa and had the chance to spend time with the trainer of the Harlem Globetrotters and some of the players, my father advised me, “Watch your wallet.”

			“Dad, they’re millionaires. I’m making fifty dollars a week and room and board—they don’t need my money.”

			“Doesn’t matter. It’s in their blood.”

			When I was in the seventh grade, I had a crush on the only black girl in town. She stood out as striking and exotic in our lily-white town. I told my father about her at dinner one night, and he told me I shouldn’t even think about dating her. It wasn’t a threat, it was just that he thought if we ended up getting married, being half white and half black wouldn’t be fair to our kids. But I was only in seventh grade!

			I can remember him giving me a strange look the night I told him one of my friends in high school was Norman Finkelstein. “You’re friends with a Jew?”

			“Yeah, I like him. What’s wrong with Jews?”

			He shrugged. “I just never knew an Irishman who was friends with a Jew. Usually the Jews stay to themselves.”

			Toward the end of his life, when my father grew too old to take care of himself, I was thrilled by my brother David’s choice of attorney to handle his estate. Even if he could have thought clearly, I’m not sure Dad would have known quite what to think. His name was Ryan Swartz. I couldn’t decide whether Jack Ryan would be pleased by the name Ryan or put off by the Jewish-sounding name of Swartz. David suggested that Dad would be happy, since he believed in the stereotype that a man with a Jewish-sounding last name would definitely be good with money. The only caveat, I’m sure, had he his wits, would have been, “Good choice. Just keep an eye on him.”

			And yet throughout all of this, if my father saw someone who was black or Asian or Puerto Rican or Jewish, or any minority, being attacked, he would come to his or her defense.

			He was a hard man to figure out. I chalk it all up to his generation and to his growing up in the poorest Irish Catholic section of Boston and coming of age during the Great Depression.

			If I told him about a friend who had an Italian last name, he would ask, “Italian?” And if I’d say, “Italian and Jewish,” he would say something like, “Really? A Jew married an Italian?” He’d then get a puzzled look on his face as he tried to figure out how such a thing could possibly have happened in the world he grew up in.

			In the end I didn’t take too much of his guff and laughed off such nonsense, but when I was younger, I thought his opinions were vile. Maturity taught me to make light of his prejudices, with the slightest twist of my own knife. Whenever I was leaving, I’d lean forward to say good-bye and kiss him. Of course he’d squirm when I did this, because he was a homophobe. But that’s partially why I did it. (He once cringed when I told him I was reading Oscar Wilde—“That fag?” You can just imagine how he thought I’d completely lost it when I went to see Michael Feinstein—a gay Jew—in concert! I lied when I told him, “Not to worry, Dad, he’s going to sing ‘Danny Boy.’ ” But oddly enough, that made it okay.)

			Then again, this was the man who cried when Jack and Bobby Kennedy were shot, teared up when Hubert H. Humphrey lost to Nixon, and brought us to Gettysburg and was proud of the Union Army and what it fought for. When he saw how prisoners of George W. Bush’s war on terror were being treated at Abu Ghraib, he said it was the first time in his life he was embarrassed to be an American. And yet he opened bank accounts for all his grandchildren except my sister’s adopted girl, who had “inferior stock” because of the Hispanic blood running through her veins.

			In Jack Ryan’s world, there was only one thing worse than being a gook, a Polack, a guinea, a ’Rican, or a nigger—and that was a Republican.

			My father’s prejudices were only one of the reasons we often went years without speaking. As puzzling as his politics were, they paled in comparison to his conflicting relationships with his children. I don’t doubt that he loved us, even though he never said it and it was often hard to see. But I also believed he resented us.

			I was the youngest of nine children, and by the time I came on the scene, life had pretty much worn my fatherdown. He was mostly a stranger to me; he was that way with all of us. We’d rarely see his tender side. He preferred insteadto build walls that would keep us out, and hebelieved in tough love and frequent beatings. He was often angry and bitter and felt as if life had passed him by.

			He wasn’t always that way, however. When he was a boy, he read book after bookthat gavewings to his imagination and led to dreams of the exotic lands he would visit and how theworld wouldreveal her secrets to him. He thought of the riches he’d make and how he’d be famous one day. But his first adventure landed him in North Africa, France, and Italy during World War II, and none of the tales from hischildhood had prepared him for the horror. He saw arms and legs blown off of men and faces torn apart by bullets, andhad too many friends die in his arms. Worse than that werehis memories of thepeople he had killed.

			When the war was over, he came home andmarried my mother. Lessthan nine months later, my sister Joanne was born. Then came John, Claire, Eddie, Nancy, David, Jeff, Stephen, and, finally, me. He’dgone from being ayoung manwith big plansto a father in his forties with nine children, married to a wifewhoended up wheelchair-bound with multiple sclerosis.

			I was seven years old when my mother died, and I don’t remember her at all, although I can’t help but believe that my fathersaw her death as life’s latest cruel joke. For a while he did his best to keep the familytogether. It couldn’t have been easy. He helped us with our homework, read to us in bed, spoiled us every Christmas and on our birthdays, and tookus on vacationseach year. But the older he grew, the more difficult it all became, and his bitterness always won out.

			In the years followingmymother’s death, the beatings lessened but heoften looked atus with antipathy, and he invented new ways to be disappointed by us and let us know we wouldn’t amount to much. As the youngest, I watched as one by one my brothers and sisters left the house. They didn’t fly from the nest with high expectations but rather limped from it, their wings clipped. When it was only the two of us remaining at home, he simply had nothing left to give. That’s whenI realized that there was something more painful than his beatings and belittlings: his indifference. There would be days, even weeks, when he wouldn’t say a word to me. I couldn’t understand it, but what fifteen-year-old could?

			When he did speak, it was often to criticize me, saying I was too much of a dreamer; that my hopes were too high and I would crash and burn. But hopes and dreams were all I had in those days, and I hung on to them ferociously. And so began a tug-of-war that would last for decades. It was a battle that defined the rest of my life.

			When I left the house, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life; I just knew I didn’t want to be Jack Ryan, and I didn’t want to settle into the half-lives my brothers and sisters had accepted. Don’t get me wrong, they weren’t bad people; they were simply sad people, and I wanted something more. So I set out on an odyssey to find my purpose. The journey often seemed futile, and I became a modern-day gypsy, going from college to college, from job to meaningless job. I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking for; I only knew I’d recognize it when I found it. My relationships were equally aimless. I was seeking something through the women I dated, but I couldn’t find it. I was like Tarzan swinging through the jungle, from vine to vine, from woman to woman, holding on just long enough to find someone new, until at last I met Alexis, an interior designer who offered me all the comforts of love and home. However, she cared more about how things looked, while I cared more about how things felt, and the only thing we did well was fight. Ultimately things didn’t work out between us, but we lasted long enough for Alexis to bring me to Newburyport. When we split up, I decided to stay. The city was different from anyplace I’d ever been. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was home.

			Throughout my decade and a half as a wanderer, my father and I often went years without speaking. Occasionally there would be a peace treaty, but none of them ever lasted very long. And yet with all we’d been through—the hurt, anger, and frustration—I learned to have compassion for my father, and strangely enough, I even loved him. Down deep, I believed he did the best he could with the hand he was dealt. But that didn’t change who we were, and we continued to fight.

			When I started the Undertoad, he and I weren’t speaking—but when we reconnected a few years later, he was more than a little pleased, even though he wouldn’t admit it. You see, my father had a habit of writing letters to the editor of the local paper in which he would criticize or support politicians. My brothers and sisters and I were all mortified by his letters. So you can imagine how he must have felt when I made a living out of doing just that—publishing an editorial journal.

			What my father probably wouldn’t have understood was my reason for starting the ’Toad in the first place—to defend the honor of a lesbian mayor. It was one thing to come to the aid of an underdog; it was something entirely different to base your livelihood on it.

			Within a year of that mayor’s reelection, the ’Toad was born, and at first it was free. I was able to quickly raise the price to fifty cents, then a dollar, and finally a dollar and a half. I made a living, albeit a small one, on the sales at newsstands and from subscriptions and advertisements. Sometimes I could even pay my bills. Whenever I thought about quitting, folks in town would do their best to put me out of business and motivate me to continue. They’d boycott my advertisers or they’d spread rumors about me: I was a pedophile, a deadbeat dad, a wife beater, a con artist. At first I was horrified by the rumors, but over time I learned that the best way to handle them was simply to print them on the front page. That’s when the death threats started. These were anonymous and were either mailed to me or placed on the windshield of my car. As for my poor car, my tires were slashed so often that a local garage kept extra tires on hand just for me. My exhaust pipe was once filled with spray insulation foam.

			I never reported the death threats to the police, because I feared that cops might have been the ones writing them. The police department in Newburyport had a long, controversial history, and most politicians were afraid of them, and because of that the officials looked the other way. It was suggested I do the same. This advice came from one of the more influential and controversial members of the police department.

			It was late at night, and we were outside city hall. He said to me, “How about we form an uneasy alliance—you and me? I won’t go after you if you don’t go after me.”

			“But there’s nothing to go after me for,” I told him, trying to keep my voice from shaking.

			“Who says we need something to go after? Besides, everyone’s got something to hide.” And then he winked and stalked off into the shadows of the night.

			I didn’t write about the police after that—not for another year and a half. But my readers wanted to know why, when there was so much to report. The truth is, I was afraid. Eventually, though, the day came when I decided that they were the only bullies in town I hadn’t taken on. And when it came, it was like I’d swung a baseball bat at a hornet’s nest. I used information from the minority of policemen who refused to go along to get along. My paper was filled with the misdeeds of the department, and I sold more copies than ever.

			My readers loved it when I poked fun at a police officer who was caught stealing a bicycle. They found it even more entertaining when one of the department’s expensive new cold-water skin-diving suits went missing. When the officer who took it was discovered, he said he’d borrowed it to fix a crack in his swimming pool. The only problem was that it went missing in the middle of winter.

			Then there was the acting marshal (Newburyport’s version of a police chief) who was appointed to help clean up the troubled department. But it didn’t take long for everyone to realize he wasn’t the answer when I printed a time sheet in the ’Toad that showed him paying himself when he was actually out playing golf.

			I was criticized a great deal for one story because I refused to print the name of the officer who was cheating on his wife on duty while I named times and places when he was supposed to be working but was throwing himself at another woman. I chose not to print his name in the paper because he and his wife had two small children in school and I didn’t think it would be fair to them. His wife put together the pieces, though, and divorced him.

			Once I started writing about the police, they were in nearly every issue of my paper.

			Writing about local politics was one thing, but taking on the police upped the stress level in my life immeasurably. I was warned not to talk on a cordless phone, because members of the department could park near my apartment and try to listen in on my conversations on their radios. There wasn’t a day when I didn’t fear I might be arrested on some mysterious charge while walking down the street. But the more they came after me, the more intent I was on not giving in. It was the Irish in me, I suppose.

			Officers who were believed to be my sources for stories were ostracized by their brethren. Some were disciplined. One even had charges brought up against him, and they attempted to send him to jail even though he and his wife were expecting their fourth child. Luckily, a judge saw through the accusations and dismissed the case.

			The war raged on. I had many supporters, but I was on the front lines by myself. I began keeping a baseball bat in my car for protection. Elderly friends sometimes rode shotgun when I delivered the ’Toad overnight to make sure no harm came to me.

			I may have been public enemy number one, but I was saved because I was dealing with bullies who weren’t all that bright. They were, to borrow a term from Jimmy Breslin, “the gang that couldn’t shoot straight.” Each time they came after me, they’d stumble and trip. It was the Road Runner versus Wile E. Coyote, and a community was watching and often laughing. I received numerous traffic tickets, and there was something outrageous about every one of them. I even received one for driving with worn tire-tread depth. It was written by a cross-eyed police officer who had been driving in the opposite direction. On the day my car insurance lapsed and my registration became invalid, the police were waiting for me with their version of a dragnet, and an officer was assigned to catch me driving. During the morning when several officers extended their breakfast at a local restaurant just so they could do their best to intimidate me at the next table, a bank was robbed on the other side of town. The crooks probably wouldn’t have gotten away had the officers not been busy glowering at me while I ate my bacon and egg sandwich. At a city council meeting, all but four members of the department marched into the council chambers armed and in uniform—bringing to mind a police state—and presented the councilors a letter of complaint against me and my paper. Thirty uniformed and armed officers’ attempt at intimidation was televised, and it backfired. People began taking public stands against the troubled department. A rally of several hundred citizens took place outside city hall in front of the statue of William Lloyd Garrison to decry the behavior of members of the department. Suddenly people weren’t as afraid as they’d once been. The mayor at the time was forced to hire an independent consultant to look at the department. The consultant’s report backed up the years’ worth of stories I had written and even talked about how some local business owners admitted they were concerned that police officers might not protect them because they advertised in or sold the ’Toad.

			That’s what was going on in my life when my trash was taken.

			I returned from a meeting at city hall, and something looked different. And suddenly it hit me. All the rest of the trash on the street was still there waiting for the trash truck the next morning, but mine was missing. I thought it was curious, but a lot of curious things took place in Newburyport. I made light of it and shared the story with a few friends, one of them a police officer.

			The next night I would learn that it was the police who had my trash. Two detectives were sifting through it in search of the sordid details of my life. I can’t be certain what they were looking for, but it was believed they were searching for anything that would tarnish me: drug paraphernalia, child pornography, or perhaps something even more valuable to them—notes that would lead them to the informants within their department who were blowing the whistle on them. But alas, while my life might have seemed exciting to some, I was a boring, albeit overweight, fellow, and what they mostly found were too many Twinkie wrappers, Big Mac containers, and empty pints of Ben & Jerry’s.

			Having the police go through my trash shouldn’t have shocked me. I had learned to be prepared for anything. And from the moment I published my first opinions on Newburyport politics, I’d led a controversial life. But it was the missing trash that got to me more than anything else. I felt violated. The very people who were sworn to protect my rights were digging through my personal life to find any way possible to hurt me. In the days that followed, I became paranoid. I’d done nothing wrong, but I half expected the police to break down my door at any moment and haul me away. I stopped sleeping and became increasingly edgy.

			I had reached my breaking point.

			A couple of weeks later, I received a seemingly harmless e-mail from Nancy Noyes, a member of the city’s Zoning Board of Appeals. She sent it to everyone in her address book. There was a dog in need of a home. His original owner decided she no longer wanted him, and he’d been passed on to a family member who couldn’t really take care of him, then to another, who was allergic to dogs. That’s when Nancy intervened. Her plea was simple: “Can anyone give Max, an older miniature schnauzer, a home? If we can’t find him a place, he may be dropped off at the pound, where, because of his age, he most likely won’t be adopted and he will be put down.”

			I sat down to write Nancy and let her know that I would run a free ad in the Undertoad trying to find Max a home. As I got ready to type, my mind wandered. I’d always loved dogs, and I thought about getting one again someday. But not now. The time wasn’t right. I was too busy with my paper, and besides, my landlord didn’t allow pets. I wasn’t sure what a miniature schnauzer was, but I figured it was a small yapper you’d see wearing a sweater knitted by the little old lady he lived with. When the time came for me to get a dog, it would be a real dog—a black Lab. Now, that was a man’s dog—handsome, regal, strong, and loyal. The best dog I’d ever had was a black Lab named Seamus, so I knew something about them.

			I then thought about how I had read somewhere that if you’re bad at relationships, take a break from them. (And Lord knows I needed a break from them. I wasn’t good in intimate relationships in the first place. What was worse, I had the unfortunate trait of choosing women who were even worse in relationships than I was.) After a while, get a plant. If the plant does well, try a pet. If you do okay with a pet, try another relationship. I looked at the plants turning to dust on my windowsill, and as if in a drugged state I inexplicably typed, “If no one else takes him, I will.” It wasn’t until I pushed the “send” button that I woke up from my daze. I instantly regretted my decision and thought about e-mailing Nancy back. But there were so many people on her e-mail list, one of them would surely provide a home for an unwanted dog.

			When Nancy did write back, she said, “Thank you, Tom! That’s great! The two of you will be very happy together.”

			What had I done? Where were all those good-hearted people who were going to take him so that I didn’t have to?

			A dog meant commitment, and I didn’t want commitment. My life was too crazy for a pet. I tried to think of ways to back out of it. In the meantime I went online to see what a miniature schnauzer looked like.

			Oh, my God, it was one of those little yappers!

			The next afternoon I was told Max was ready for me to pick him up.

			So soon? No. Impossible. I wasn’t ready, hadn’t yet told my landlord (did I mention he didn’t allow pets?), and hadn’t even had time to prepare for a dog in my life or to dogproof my apartment. I delayed by a day and was told I could pick him up the following afternoon. He would be at a local groomer’s, where he’d been washed but not cut.

			I showed up without a leash, a collar, or a clue. While waiting for the groomer to make her appearance, I made my way around the room looking in each crate and thinking, That dog doesn’t look too bad, or I hope that’s him. What I didn’t see was anything resembling a miniature schnauzer. Things were seeming hopeful—out of all the dogs in the place, there was only one I wouldn’t want. It was a miserable-looking fellow or gal. Frankly, I couldn’t tell its sex, since it looked more like a sheep overdue for shearing than a dog. While the other dogs were attentive to me when I paused at their crates, the little gray sheep didn’t move. It lay there, uninterested, and for all I knew it was deaf, dumb, and blind. Poor thing, I thought. I pitied the owner of such a little beast and pictured someone just as unkempt and listless.

			A moment later the groomer appeared. She was a heavyset woman who breezed in looking like she was in a hurry to get rid of a problem child. After some small talk, I asked, “Is Max in the other room?”

			“No,” she said. “He’s right there.”

			I glanced behind me. She was pointing at the sheep.

			I thought about making a break for it, but she was already unlatching the crate. The lump of hair wobbled out and over to me. I shifted my weight to my back foot, still thinking of running. The sheep came closer.

			The groomer hurried us to the door as I protested that I wasn’t prepared. “I don’t even have a leash or a collar. ...”

			“You’ll be fine,” she said. The “fine” part came just before she slammed and locked the door behind us.

			I walked over to my waiting car. The sheep followed.

			I’ve had only one blind date in my life. The fact that I have had only one should tell you how it went. I opened the passenger door that day to let Max in much as I’d opened it for my blind date so many years earlier—with regret. I had the same feeling on both occasions: hope that neither date nor dog would get in. In both instances they hopped happily into the car. In both instances my stomach sank.

			On the drive to my apartment, I occasionally glanced over at Max, wondering what he was doing. He was simply sitting up glancing back at me through the shag of gray hair covering his eyes. We did that a lot that first day, each of us looking at the other. I don’t know how long we sat in silence, but I figure we were both thinking the same thing: What the hell did I get myself into here?

			That night I went to a party and didn’t want to leave the little sheep alone, so I enlisted the help of Doug and Barbara Cray, a couple of eighty-something friends who missed having a family dog. I was gone for only a couple of hours, but when I returned, I was greeted not by a little sheep but by a happy dog. Barbara told me that since I’d left, he hadn’t budged from the door. He sat waiting for me to return. It was if he knew we belonged together. Somehow on that very first day, the sheep no one wanted and the man afraid of commitment had already bonded.

			Plain old “Max” soon went through a metamorphosis. He got a haircut and finally looked like a dog, and then I changed his name. He became Maxwell Garrison Gillis. Max was just too common, hence Maxwell. Garrison was short for William Lloyd Garrison, and Gillis came from Bossy Gillis. What better names to attach to the dog of the city’s latest independent newspaperman than two of my predecessors’?

			Soon he would become known around the downtown and people would greet him by name. Even my landlord, who “just this once” allowed a pet into one of his apartments, snuck him treats.

			Since I worked from home, I spent all my time in the front of my studio apartment, either sitting at my desk or sleeping on the couch. Max chose to sleep in the kitchenette. No coaxing would get him to stay in the main room with me, and that would never change. The only time he came to where I was sitting was when he needed to go out.

			However, in the world outside my apartment, it was an entirely different story. We were inseparable. Maxwell G. Gillis became as regular a presence downtown as any other local character. Readers of my paper came to know him through my most popular column, “A Letter Home.” It was an actual letter to my dad, and Max often appeared in it. When I delivered the ’Toad overnight, he would come with me and was delighted by the number of subscribers who left treats out for him. He was a regular at city hall and even attended a mayoral inauguration. He got used to walking next to me without a leash and made his way in and out of various stores for treats.

			Max was finally living the life all dogs should live. Unfortunately, that would not last.

			I had him for less than a year and a half before the seizures started. John Grillo, our vet, told me with a sad shrug, “He’s old.” I knew this to mean he wouldn’t last much longer. I just didn’t realize how quickly the end would come.

			Two days later, after a particularly violent set of seizures, I decided I would bring him to Dr. Grillo’s the next day. That night Maxwell G. Gillis and I sat in front of Caffe di Siena and held court as city officials, business leaders, and a handful of good cops stopped by the coffee shop to pay their last respects. As people came and went, there weren’t many dry eyes when they patted his head for the final time.

			Later that night, Max once again refused to come into the main living area, so I took my bedding and went to the kitchen where he was lying on his dog bed and lay down with him. I was determined that the little dog who’d been unwanted would not spend his last night alone. And so I curled up with him, felt his weak heart beating, felt his chest rise and fall, felt him fold his back into me like a dog who finally knew what it was like to be loved. The last thing I heard before I fell asleep that night was his peaceful sigh.

			The next morning we woke up as we had fallen asleep, and for a little while Max looked just fine, as if he’d never been sick. I was hopeful. Then a seizure struck. He convulsed and collapsed in exhaustion. Another came, and then another. I made the call to Dr. Grillo’s office.

			On his final day, we made the rounds one more time and shopkeepers said their good-byes to the dog with the distinguished name who no longer looked like a sheep. It was a difficult day for many, but none more than me. After saying his last good-bye, I carried Max to the car and put him in the passenger seat, and he sat up the way he did that very first day, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do. But there was something different about it this time, at least for me. From the very beginning, he was comfortable with me, as if he knew he had a purpose in my life and that I needed him more than he needed me. While he had once seemed like the awkward blind date I couldn’t shake, this time I didn’t want to say good-bye.

			We took a final drive around Newburyport from Maudslay State Park out to Plum Island, where he loved to romp on the beach. He gazed out the front window and watched Newburyport fly by. With a mile to go, Kenny Loggins’s song “Whenever I Call You Friend” came on the radio, and it took all I had to be strong for the dog who was a friend when I needed one most.

			I stayed with Maxwell G. Gillis and held him while two shots were given and life left him, his body flattening out on the metal table as if his soul had escaped and was now as free as it always should have been. I had a hard time leaving him there by himself, and I stayed for quite some time holding his lifeless body.

			For the next couple of days, I mostly kept to myself. When I finally ventured out, it was late at night when no one else was around, and when I walked by the stores where Max got his treats, I was stunned to see that several of them had hung signs in their windows paying tribute to Maxwell Garrison Gillis.

			NEWBURYPORT LOST A GOOD DOG TODAY.

			WE’LL NEVER FORGET YOU, MAXWELL GARRISON GILLIS.

			NEWBURYPORT WAS BETTER BECAUSE OF YOU, MAX.

			And there were more. Many more.

			When I went to my post-office box over the next few days, I would find more than fifty sympathy cards, some from people I didn’t know. They told me how they already missed seeing Max around town.

			The once-unwanted dog had become a most-loved dog, and not just by me. In the end he got to die with the dignity and the love he didn’t know before we met.

			During the time we spent together, he not only found a home, he also gave me one. That was something I hadn’t counted on. When I rescued him, I didn’t realize that I was taking the first steps toward rescuing myself.

			J. M. Barrie, who wrote Peter Pan, said, “We never understand how little we need in this world until we know the loss of it.” The loss of my friend made me understand just that. His coming and then leaving were both gifts that reminded me that there was much more to this world than the corruption and wrongdoing I wrote about in my paper.

			Maxwell Garrison Gillis had opened a door, and Atticus Maxwell Finch was about to walk through it.

		

	


	
		
			2

			“Carry Him Everywhere You Go”

			The best advice I received about raising a puppy didn’t come from a book or a class but over the phone from a gritty voice with a southern twang. Paige Foster, Atticus’s breeder, suggested I carry him with me everywhere we went during the first month we were together. I stretched it to two.

			“And don’t let anyone else hold him during that time,” she added. “He needs to know you’re his family. Y’all will bond that way.”

			I owe much to Paige. Buying a puppy from her meant having the freedom to pick her brain, no matter how often I called—calls that in the beginning were more frequent than she bargained for, I’m sure, and were typically panic-driven. I liked her style. She shot straight from the hip and preached common sense with a touch of earthy mysticism. During our conversations, which were always lengthy, I came to think of her as intuitive, and I trusted her in every way. By following Paige’s advice, Atticus and I were able to forgo obedience school, much to the chagrin of various self-proclaimed dog experts we met through the years.

			Once, upon seeing Atticus sitting up next to me on a park bench without a leash or collar on, one such expert marveled at how well behaved he was. She had a stern voice that made me feel as if I should be sitting up straight, too. She asked what kind of training I put him through, listing various intimidating words and phrases that sounded to my ear to be Germanic in root and I took to be the schools of thought for serious dog trainers.

			I shrugged. “None, really. We just hang out together.”

			This did not sit well with her. She sized me up as a rube and gave me a look that fell halfway between pity and a scold before marching off in search, I imagined, of a music store where she could purchase some Wagner.

			For as long as I can remember, people have commented on Atticus’s peaceful demeanor. Then, as was almost always the case, they’d ask him to give them his paw. He wouldn’t. Instead he just looked at them, not even bothering to cock his head.

			They’d ask again. Again he just studied them.

			Then it typically went this way:

			“Does he know how to give his paw?”

			“I don’t know, never asked him.”

			“But didn’t you teach him that?”

			“No. I didn’t teach him anything.”

			I never saw the point in teaching Atticus tricks. What I wanted from him was for him to be his own dog as much as I was my own man. The things I wanted him to learn were basic things that made going through life safe and easy. I know many who tell me that by teaching their dog tricks they worked on their relationship together. The dogs, I was told, liked the task and then the reward. I can’t argue against any of that, but it wasn’t for us.

			All I wanted was for Atticus to fit in as much as he needed to so he wouldn’t be a bother or get into trouble, but I also didn’t think it was up to me to decide what he would become. That was up to him. As long as he could walk with me off leash, feel comfortable in public settings, and understand that he should never feel self-conscious anywhere, I was fine with it.

			My carrying the little puppy in the length of my arm from wrist to elbow for two months, like a running back with a football, went a long way toward forging our relationship and deciding how things would be for years to come.

			I first encountered Paige Foster through the Internet. I was looking for a new puppy to replace Maxwell G. Gillis, and I entered information into an online database. I was so impressed by Max that I wanted another miniature schnauzer.

			Breeders from around the country responded to the information I supplied by sending e-mail photo after e-mail photo of miniature miniature schnauzers, five to eight weeks old, and the dates of their availability. None of them looked quite right to me. The truth is, they all looked too right and too stately in their perfect poses. They reminded me first of puppies a Stepford Wife might own
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