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			Prologue

			It’s a lonely life, being a stray.

			Did you know feeling lonely activates the same part of the brain that processes physical pain? That’s why rejection hurts as bad as it does. Because the need for connection and belonging is evolutionary, stemming from a past where isolation meant increased vulnerability to danger. Today, isolation is differently dangerous—but no less so.

			For a dog with enough time spent alone, without anyone to trust, starving for kindness, a change happens and that aloneness becomes a personality. You see this clearly at the park, the extroverts running around, kicking dust into the eyes of the introverted loners looking on from afar.

			Of course, not all who are solitary are unhappy, but the fact is once an animal’s been socialized, it’s tough to change it, whether they’re happy that way or not.

			People are no different. That’s my opinion, anyway. Bring a stranger into a group, one who doesn’t play well with others, and the dynamic shifts, new packs form. Sometimes a fight breaks out, sometimes someone gets hurt. So, what happened at Hamilton Dog Park came as no surprise to me.

			I was there. I saw it all. And for months I’d been telling anyone who would listen: Someone here is going to end up dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The little beast glared at Val from the doggy car seat, ears back, round eyes intent on expressing her profound displeasure.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t let you eat my earbuds,” Val said as she pulled out of her assigned parking spot at the apartment complex. “But you need to let go of all that unhealthy anger.”

			In response, Cash emitted a low, discontented growl that over the past forty-eight hours Val had come to know well.

			“It’s a beautiful day!” Val said, though five thirty p.m. was technically evening. “There’s not a cloud in the sky. You’re about to make a bunch of new friends.”

			Cash snorted to indicate that she knew Val was full of shit and turned her head in protest.

			“I know, friends are overrated.” Val continued onto the road that led to Hamilton Dog Park. “But sometimes you have to fake it.”

			Last week at this time, before accepting this job, Val had been secure in her identity as a person who would no sooner talk to an animal than to a kitchen appliance. In fact, in the case of a missing container of leftovers, say, she would have been far more likely to speak to her refrigerator—something reasonably rhetorical, like “Did I already eat those mozzarella sticks and forget?”

			Now look at her. Having entire conversations with this speechless creature. Clothes covered in hair. A plastic poop bag in one pocket. In the other, a damp, half-chewed stick processed from God-only-knows which body parts of what. She probably stank like dog, but who could say for sure? You can’t smell yourself, and she had no one in her life close enough to tell her.

			The absurdity of chauffeuring around this self-important little animal, propped up like a diminutive princess or a tiny, furry Miss America, in the back of her beat-up Nova, was not lost on Val. She still found it hard to believe car seats for dogs existed, but they were a “small-dog safety necessity,” according to the lady at PetSmart, who also managed to upsell Val on the booster model that would give Cash a better “out-the-window view.”

			A 1970s muscle car was never intended to cater to such refinement, which made the contraption a challenge to install. As she MacGyvered it to the Nova’s bench-seat lap belts, Val tried to remember if she’d had a safety seat as a baby.

			Yeah, right. She would have been rolling around on the back floormats with her father’s every haywire turn, or else clinging to her mother’s lap for dear life up front, getting ashed on.

			But only the best for this precious cargo. Along with the booster seat, Val was the baffled new owner of a doggy harness, because a regular collar would apparently be “too hard on the neck,” as well as a doggy travel water bottle for proper hydration on the go, and—most mind-blowing—a doggy dental hygiene kit. When did people start brushing dogs’ teeth? And what was next? Professional whitening? Incisor veneers? Was Val supposed to lay out a few grand to get Cash braces before sending her off to middle school?

			This job had started out with so much promise. The man on the other end of the phone was courteous. His voice was direct, but unaggressive, when he said, “Hello, may I please speak to Valerie Caruso?” Phone etiquette was a huge tell.

			She asked her standard question: “How’d you hear about me?”

			“You did work for a friend of mine last summer,” he said. “Out on the east end of Long Island.”

			Cha-ching. That Long Island job had been a goldmine.

			And so, Val agreed to meet the polite and probably wealthy man at the waiting area of Penn Station, where he’d be arriving on the Acela from DC. His name was Silas Kennerson and he told her to meet him at the Blue Bottle Coffee kiosk, which spoke volumes to Val considering the Starbucks just across the hall. With its minimalist aesthetic and meticulous brewing methods, Blue Bottle was a luxury brand for those seeking a premium experience over convenience and common sense.

			Reputation-conscious much? Val thought as she cased the surroundings, watching Silas from afar. She already knew what he looked like, thanks to the internet, but now she could get a real sense of him. He was about five foot nine, medium build, suit and tie, more handsome than the average man, with a sweet, wholesome face that could be dangerously charming. He was in his mid-forties and was well-groomed, but with floppy hair that made him seem younger, like a mischievous schoolboy. Val disliked him immediately.

			Beyond the fact that she always viewed attractive people with suspicion, Val also noted that even though Silas didn’t make a purchase at Blue Bottle, he claimed one of the few customer chairs for himself. He also removed his black laptop bag from across his chest and placed it on the chair beside his. Meanwhile, two poor schlubs who had just paid out the wazoo for espresso drinks and pain au chocolat were struggling to sip and eat while standing. Clearly the man was selfish, self-absorbed, and lacked a conscience.

			Val made her approach, set and ready to take this jerk for all he was worth.

			He stood when he saw her coming and shook her hand, palming her a hundred-dollar bill. “For your discretion,” he said.

			It was a solid start if Val had ever seen one.

			Silas reclaimed his bag so Val could sit beside him, also coffee-less.

			This close up, Val was struck by Silas’s baby blue eyes, but to her nose he smelled more sadistic than most of her clients. This gave her hope that—for once—she would be tasked with something less humdrum than digging up dirt on a jealous husband’s wife.

			Silas got right to the point: He wanted to hire Val to spy on his wife.

			Ho-hum, humdrum it would be—finding evidence of an affair—but at least this guy had resources and was joyously quick to throw money at a problem. He would double her usual rate for the inconvenience of having to relocate to Bethesda, Maryland, and offered to pay for her lodging before she even had the chance to feign hesitation.

			Val let her gaze wander to the bearded, cap-wearing barista, who was carefully pouring hot water over coffee grounds in a filter. It was a precise and deliberate process that allowed her to calm her elation over this sudden great fortune.

			“And you’re going to need a dog,” Silas said.

			Wait. What? The dollar signs fell from Val’s eyes. The dog park was apparently where Silas’s suspicions were rooted, and he would not be convinced that she could capture all the nitty-gritty from afar. She had to get up close. And the only way was with a dog.

			“Nope,” Val said. “Sorry. That’s a deal-breaker. Dogs are not my thing.”

			It had not been a negotiating tactic when she tried to get up and walk away, and yet even this turned to Val’s favor.

			“Give me a number,” Silas said. Such extravagant, reckless, self-destructive words to utter to someone with Val’s skill set. “What would make it worth your while?”

			Val wondered now, as she parked her old beater alongside shiny Mercedes and Lexus SUVs, each one more massive than the next, if she should have held out for a luxury car stipend. Perhaps she would call Silas tonight and ask.

			“Okay. You ready?” Val locked eyes with the ten-pound fur monster in her temporary care, this bossy, mini-tyrant called a Brussels Griffon. What a stupid, stuck-up-sounding name for a breed of dog. She had to practice saying it aloud all morning to stop cringing.

			At the animal shelter, Val had initially heard it wrong. After perusing the sorriest array of neglected strays and street dogs, she had just about settled on a mild-mannered Muppet-type mix when someone cried out, “Is that a grift?”

			Val’s inner grifter startled at the accusation. Had the twentysomething volunteer working the counter seen right through to the empty black hole at her core?

			Then Val noticed the other twentysomething volunteer, who had come from the back. In her arms, she held what appeared to be a baby monkey wrapped in a blanket, or maybe a swaddled ET plucked from Elliott’s bicycle basket. While the two adult women goo goo–ed and gaga-ed over the thing, Val realized it was “Griff” they were saying.

			“As in Brussels Griffon,” the first volunteer said when Val asked for clarification. “We rarely get these in here. I’ve never even seen a smooth-coated red Griff in real life before.”

			“Only two years old and a purebred, too,” the other volunteer offered.

			They went on this way long enough for Val to pull out her phone and search the important-sounding keywords spilling from their mouths. She mangled some of the spelling, but the numbers came up nonetheless, confirming her suspicion: the average resale value of this little bundle of joy was upward of three thousand dollars.

			The adoption fee was $150, and only a suggestion, so Val paid $75.

			It was beyond a good bargain—it was a steal.

			A steal, Val reminded herself at dawn the next morning, with the dog standing on her stomach, barking directly into her face. The quickest three grand I’ll ever make.

			Since then, she had come to better understand why a person might be driven to give away such a high-value animal.

			Val’s first full day serving as Cash’s custodian came with unexpected challenges. Being followed to the bathroom, for example, was a new experience—made worse by Cash’s disturbingly humanlike eyes. Val flushed and washed her hands, then searched the internet to see if toilet-ogling was normal or if it were possible for a dog to be a pervert.

			What she discovered online was bone-chilling.

			Griffs are not like other dogs. They are affectionately known as Velcro dogs because they attach themselves to a person and need to be with them 24/7.

			This was from the American Brussels Griffon Rescue Alliance, an organization that appeared to really know their shit.

			It only got worse from there.

			They want to sleep in bed with you. If you are standing at the sink, you may find your Griff sitting on your feet. When you sit down, your Griff will be in your lap. Can you handle that as part of your lifestyle?

			Who could handle that as part of their lifestyle? Val wondered. What kind of person could have anything stuck to them twenty-four hours a day and not flick it away like the pest it was? Did Griff owners have no appreciation of independence? Did they dislike freedom? What had Val gotten herself into?

			Later that night, as Cash whimpered and cried and barked I hate you! from inside her crate across the bedroom, Val knew she had no one to blame but herself. She had conducted her breed research too late.

			It wasn’t Cash’s fault that she was wired to be anxious, excitable, and annoying as hell. Genetics were a cruel lottery that couldn’t be rigged, and if that weren’t enough, the environment she was raised in had not done her any favors. There was no telling what Cash had endured before being abandoned. Who understood this lethal combination better than Val?

			As her state-sanctioned social worker once said, Nature loads the gun, but nurture pulls the trigger, which Val’s adolescent mind rightly took to mean There’s no hope for you, kid.

			Val tried to remember this while silently counting backward from one hundred to keep from wringing Cash’s howling neck.

			This is an intelligent breed, but sensitive, the Rescue Alliance website had said. The Griffon will not respond to rough handling, hitting, or excessive shouting. They will, however, respond well to guidance given with kindness, consistency, and love.

			Eventually Val lost her nerve, releasing Cash from the crate and placing her onto the cloud-soft, circular pillow bed the PetSmart lady called a “Poof.”

			“Happy now?” Val failed at her attempt to sound calm and collected. “From here I can watch you sleep, and you can watch me sleep, quietly.”

			Cash clenched her little jaw around the Poof’s downy fuzz and thrashed it about like enemy vermin. She wanted in on Val’s bed, which she communicated by growling and standing up on two legs with her front nails gripping the top of Val’s mattress.

			“Absolutely not.” Val considered having a dog in one’s bed to be in the red zone of the grossness scale, but Cash persisted, hopping up and down, begging, pleading.

			It went on this way long enough to become mind-bending, especially because Val was certain Cash could have made the jump onto the bed with minimal effort if she tried.

			“You’re being ridiculous,” Val said when the clock on her nightstand flipped to three a.m. “You don’t need my help.”

			The repetition had become relentless. Over and over, Cash would back up, false-start, false-start, lose her nerve, whimper, growl, begin again.

			“You can do it!” Val shouted, against her better judgment and contrary to her own desired outcome. “I’ve seen you jump twice as high!”

			Exhausted and worn down by the need to be proven correct, she said, “If you figure it out on your own, I’ll let you stay up here.”

			It was only the next morning, after waking up with Cash curled like a baby fox in the bend of her knees, that Val recognized how marvelously she had been conned.

			In fact, if Val learned anything from those first forty-eight hours with Cash, it was that she had underestimated the role of manipulation in the dog-to-human social contract. But this was a challenge she was determined to see through. The amount of money Val could make on this Silas Kennerson job might be enough to take the rest of the year off, travel a bit, go someplace warm for the winter, see another country, or even another continent. Val had been next to nowhere beyond a handful of US states—she just didn’t have the means, but she did have the vision. And she was not about to give anything up on account of one badly behaved dog, whether that dog was an evil genius or not.

			“Ready?” Val stepped out of the Nova, careful not to nick the door of the BMW X5 she’d parked beside.

			Cash was up and alert in her car seat, recognizing they’d arrived someplace significantly grotesque by the faint odor in the air.

			Leash clipped to harness, Val set the dog onto the pavement and steered her across the parking lot toward the double-gated entryway to the park.

			One whiff of the assembly beyond the gates and Cash charged ahead, pulling Val along with the strength of a miniature bull.

			“Don’t you dare embarrass me, now,” Val said, shocked to hear her mother’s threat of choice fresh from her own mouth. She noticed, too, the tight grip she had on the leash, how she’d unconsciously wound it around her hand, braced for a bare-knuckled tug.

			This was what she had to fight against—her own inclination toward impatience and violence, learned from her parents or inherited. Such a pet-rearing approach would not fly with the dog lovers Val was tasked with winning over, and the only way to successfully embed herself in their group was to be convincing as one of them.

			With her next foot forward, she inhaled a calming breath, unclenched her fists, and let the leash unravel to a more merciful hold.

			There was a sign on one of the front gates designating the field to the left as the “small dog area,” defining small as under twenty-five pounds. Another sign read No Barking, which, in context, was as perplexing as a riddle.

			Cash, confident in her supersized ferociousness, strained toward the section for big dogs.

			“No! This way!” Already Val was yelling.

			Once inside the proper area, she secured the latch on the gate behind them and reminded herself that she was not to scold this dog in front of these people. This would be a crowd that fed their animals organic raw diets, got them groomed at pet spas, and bought them seasonal wardrobes.

			Right on cue, a furball in a pink princess dress came over yap yap yapping as Val released Cash from her leash.

			Unsure of what to do next, Cash eyed the princess with skepticism.

			“Go ahead.” Val urged her forward. “You can play.”

			Cash took a seat, dubious.

			“Don’t be scared,” Val said, just as Cash got body-slammed by one of those whatever-doodles—a curly, white lunatic clearly over the twenty-five-pound limit that should have relegated it to the “big dog area.”

			“Chester! You say you’re sorry right now!” A woman came Val’s way. She was wearing natural-looking makeup and understated diamonds likely worth a tidy sum. Her shirtdress was the embodiment of chic comfort, but she added a touch of sophistication by cinching her waist with a belt.

			“You’ll have to excuse Chester,” she said. “He doesn’t like dogs with smushed faces.”

			This was supposed to pass as an acceptable, and in no way politically incorrect, explanation?

			I don’t like your face, Val wanted to say to this woman she had already pegged as the park’s resident popular girl. And your cocker-doodle-doo is an asshole.

			Cash seemed to recover fine once Chester was out of sight.

			“You must be new. I’ve never seen you here before.” Popular Girl wandered back toward the clique of women from which she’d emerged, not bothering to check if Val was following her.

			Val did follow her, because she already recognized one member of the hive as June Kennerson—the Wife. She was about five foot nine with long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. Like Popular Girl, June was wearing a dress, but hers was a brightly colored sundress with a flowery print, which she had paired with strappy sandals. She looked summer-ready even though it was only mid-May, yet the sun did seem to shine with more radiance over her than all the others.

			“What is your dog?” Popular Girl asked over her shoulder. “A pug mix?”

			“A Brussels Griffon,” Val replied in her practiced pronunciation.

			“Boy or girl?”

			Val had done her homework before arriving. Statistically, this affluent DC suburb was the best-educated city in the US, which meant these people weren’t just rich, they were also supposed to be smart. Yet, as she introduced herself to each of the park regulars, she was asked the same question—“Boy or girl?”—countless times. A few even asked a second time, rephrasing it to “Is Cash a he or a she?” The confusion, Val finally realized, was that Cash was a girl dog with a gender-unspecific name, wearing a blue collar. No one, it seemed, could get their brains around this.

			No one, except for June. The first question she asked was “Is her namesake Cash, as in Johnny?”

			It was Cash as in cold, hard. But Val answered in the affirmative.

			“She must be great at walking a line.” June laughed in an embarrassed way at her own corniness, and then, as if to double down, she added, “I bet she still hasn’t gotten over the fact that her coat isn’t black.”

			The husband—Silas—had said June was beautiful, but most men willing to hire a PI to keep tabs on their wives thought they were beautiful, even if they were total frogs. In this case, the husband was right. June had the physical glow of a California Dream Girl and the unassuming inner warmth of the girl next door.

			Val could immediately see how they worked as a couple, with June’s bordering-on-intimidating good looks tempered by her goofy sense of humor, and Silas’s dreamy boy-next-door quality humanized by an awkwardness that came off as self-deferential. He was overeager to please; she was easily delighted. They were a match made in heaven. Except for the fact that June lacked the sinister quality Val had picked up on in Silas. He had a definite ick factor beneath the surface, whereas June gave off a simple, friendly, what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of vibe.

			Val was finding it hard to imagine June cheating on Silas, but all sorts were unfaithful. Years of PI work had taught her nothing if not that.

			Meanwhile, Popular Girl was body-shaming Eloise the miniature dachshund. Val wasn’t too secure in her ability to identify dog breeds, but she was certain about this one because Popular Girl’s exact words were “There is nothing miniature about that mini dachshund.”

			“I think she may have actually lost a pound,” said the older woman who had the inexplicable confidence to wear an ecru pantsuit and high heels to a dog park. Her sharply cut shoulder-length hair was the exact shade of gray as her schnauzer’s fur.

			This was Paisley’s mom. (Don’t say owner, Val observed. Human is fine, but never owner.) After two decades working in government, Paisley’s mom founded her own lobbying firm, which explained her aura of smarmy self-satisfaction.

			“Paisley! Get out of there!”

			The gray-furred schnauzer ignored her hair twin’s command and continued sticking her robust snout into the stream of Chester’s urine as he peed.

			Already, Val had a special loathing in her heart for Chester—how he pranced around like he owned the place, lifting his doodle leg on everything in sight.

			“What is that new dog again, a pug mix?” Paisley’s mom asked Popular Girl in a stage whisper loud enough for Broadway. “And is it a boy or a girl?”

			Val pretended not to hear as she scanned the park, having lost sight of Cash for a few minutes. She found her sitting alone on the outer periphery, observing the action from afar with the slouched posture of the iPhone monkey emoji.

			Of course Val would end up with the weirdest, most socially inept animal ever to walk on four paws. How could this have gone any other way?

			Over the next hour, Val listened more than she spoke. She would leave here tonight with a solid feel for the personalities and politics that defined this subculture. How Chester’s mom may have been the queen bee type, but Paisley’s mom was the powerhouse whom everyone feared. How the topographical superiority of the “big dog side” was a hot-button issue best left unmentioned. How it was a social normality to discuss your dog’s bodily functions and fluids, as well as those of anyone else’s dog, present or in absentia.

			What Val wouldn’t leave with tonight was the slightest lead on June Kennerson’s infidelity. Not a single hint of flirtation, no shared suggestive glances. If there was a special someone, they hadn’t shown up here. Maybe tomorrow Val would have better luck.

			“I think Cash is trying to tell me she’s had enough for one day,” Val said to no one in particular.

			The hypervigilant nugget watched Val’s long approach across the damp grass, sitting still as a statue, but when Val got close enough to pick her up, she leapt a few feet out of arms’ reach.

			“Come on, Cash.” Val tried to sound amused. “Time to go home.” She reapproached slowly, then lunged for the dog, prompting her to take off with Usain Bolt–level speed.

			Who knew she could run so fast? Not Val, and not every other dog in the park, all of whom stopped whatever they were doing to take chase. What did the newbie have? A treasured stick? A ball? Or nothing whatsoever; had Cash herself become the prize?

			This was the “small dog area,” sure, but enforcement of the supposed under-twenty-five-pound rule was lackadaisical at best. Among the pack gaining on Cash’s tail was a German shepherd (about a hundred years old, but still), a boxer (shockingly fleet-footed considering it only had three legs), and a Labrador retriever (who was blind, but whose sense of excitement was clearly intact).

			“Do they think she’s a squirrel?” someone asked, alerting Val to the fact that all the humans in the park had also stopped what they were doing to watch the spectacle. “Or maybe a rabbit?”

			Val should have known what to do in a situation like this, whether she was supposed to let the animals work it out for themselves or risk life and limb to intervene, but she found herself frozen—as if her feet took root in the mud while her mind separated itself to another place, a different time.

			Often, Val’s memories from childhood came to her in black and white, like an old TV show. She was raised in the 1990s, but for her old-fashioned, Italian parents it may as well have been the 1950s. This memory, however, arrived in stark color: Val was trackside, up on tippy-toes to see over the railing, excited to watch the horses speeding around the bend, while her father hurled expletives at their backs. Except, instead of going to see the majestic horses at the Aqueduct, her father had brought her to a dog race, where skinny greyhounds lusted after a terrified bunny.

			Gianni’s anger was loud in her ear. It’s not real!

			Her gullibility embarrassed him; he’d raised her to be tougher and smarter than this. It’s a piece of metal some guy’s working like a remote-control car!

			That rabbit was mechanical. But this dog was a living thing—ten tiny pounds, with warm blood and a beating heart.

			It was a Jack Russell terrier who caught Cash first—who she promptly smacked across the mouth with a catlike swipe of her paw.

			Next came the boxer, who could learn a thing or two from Cash’s jab-cross combination.

			The German shepherd might have gotten the best of her if she hadn’t launched herself through the air, smack into the haven of June Kennerson’s open arms.

			Val fully returned to her own body as she made her way toward them on shaky legs, but she was more uncertain than ever about how to behave. Was she supposed to scold her unruly pet or show it love?

			June hugged Cash close to her chest, cooing into her ear, “You’re okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

			This is a dog person, Val thought. Whatever it was in June’s brain or soul—whether her actions and reactions were the result of nature or nurture—Val was missing those parts. And they couldn’t be faked.

			Cash wiggled in justified protest to June handing her over. Val had to hook her thumb beneath the dog’s collar to keep her from fleeing again.

			“I’m so sorry,” Val said, though she wasn’t sure to whom she was apologizing.

			“It happens to the best of us.” June gave one last reassuring pat to Cash’s back, then rested her warm, blue-green eyes on Val and said, “You’re doing fine, you know.”

			Val was unsure how to respond to a statement so kind and vastly untrue.

			“She’s your first, I take it?” June asked.

			“First and last,” Val said.

			June threw her head back and laughed like Val was the funniest person she’d ever met. “It’ll get easier. You should keep coming back. The socialization will be good for her.”

			“Same time, same place tomorrow then?” Val asked.

			“I’ll take that as a promise.” June smiled.

			As she dragged Cash toward the exit gate, Val was feeling pretty good about herself. The day wasn’t a total loss. Forging a friendship with a target the first time out was a boon, but was June this affable to everyone? If so, it was possible she was having one hundred affairs.

			Val was halfway to the parking lot when she caught sight of the figure lurking near the east side of the fence. Tall, with dark sunglasses and a ball cap, generic clothing. Val knew a shadow when she saw one. And whoever they were, they were watching.

			It was possible that Silas Kennerson, after hiring Val, had also hired this other person to keep an eye on her. Paranoid employers had done this before, as a test.

			If Val were being tested now, she was confident she would pass. A spy would not rattle her. Cash would not break her. And if June had a secret lover, Val would uncover them in due time, collect her bonus, and go on her merry way.

			By the time Val started the Nova’s engine, she was already counting her money and imagining herself in a tropical locale, and so she ignored this early glaring sign to walk away from this job while she still had the chance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			June pulled the boning knife from its woodblock and contemplated its razor-sharp blade. Her “Happy Songs” playlist was already blaring from the portable speaker on the counter, a necessary distraction any time she had to hack through the raw meat of a once-living animal. Tonight, it was a Flintstone-looking chunk of rib-eye steak.

			“I’m sorry and thank you,” June whispered to the poor cow that gave its life to this meal, then took the cold flesh in hand.

			The sensation of cutting through the meat was awful, terrible, but so much was good. She loved her kitchen, how spacious it was, how it shined. It was three times the size of the one she had growing up, where she and her sisters would bump elbows while serving as their mother’s sous chefs, slicing garlic, dicing onions, fighting over who got to use the good knife. They really did only have one effective chopping knife. Even today, if she opened her mother’s kitchen drawer, it would be there among all the other crappy ones, also still there.

			Here and now, all of June’s knives were good. Silas had given her the same kind professional chefs carried with them in leather satchels, and she was thankful—truly, she was—to have all this and to live such a blessed life.

			The blessings were what she continued to focus on as she felt her way against bone, peeling meat back as she worked across it. It didn’t even take much effort. She just let the blade do all the work.

			From the living room, June heard the ecstatic clang of Willow’s ID tag knocking against her collar as she shook off her nap. A moment later she galumphed into the kitchen, wagging her long fluffy golden-retriever tail and sniffing expectantly.

			“Do you smell something delicious or something disgusting?” June asked.

			Willow sat and offered up her paw, which was her go-to way of saying Can I please have some of whatever you have?

			June took comfort in the simplicity and predictability of her dog’s desires. “This is for Daddy,” she said as she cut some excess fat from the steak’s edge. “But I bet you’re ready for your dinner.”

			The word dinner alone could send Willow into hysterics. Color it with a note of enthusiasm, and she full-on lost her mind, panting and jumping for joy the way a person might if they won the lottery or the World Series. It was hard to believe Willow was nine years old. She still behaved like a puppy. Every single night, this much excitement. Over kibble! And every single night, June got to enjoy witnessing it.

			To stretch out the fun, June made a game of it, scooping the kibble into a clean bowl but not setting it down right away. Instead, she tossed pieces, one by one, across the kitchen and living room floor while yelling “Find it!” It was half entertainment, half training exercise, and a useful method for preventing Willow from wolfing down the entire serving in two mouthfuls.

			But tonight’s fun came to an abrupt end when Silas stepped through the front door just as Willow charged in that direction, a runaway happy train with no brakes, pummeling him against the doorjamb.

			“Really?” Silas took off his jacket and made a show of checking it for dirt, or June didn’t know what, exactly.

			“You’re home early.” She set down Willow’s bowl.

			“Would you like me to leave and come back later?” Silas draped his jacket onto a hanger and placed it in the foyer closet.

			On nights Silas came home with his floppy hair chaotically tousled and his necktie knot yanked halfway down his shirt, June knew there was no use taking his harsh tone to heart. Eight years of marriage had taught her to grant him the time he needed to release whatever aggravation he’d brought from the office.

			For a man who claimed to love his job, it mystified June how miserable and stressed he seemed just about all the time, but what did she know? She had never worked behind a desk. If she did, maybe she too would be a short-tempered grump.

			“I just didn’t have a chance to tidy up yet,” June said as she made a quick visual sweep of the house. There were three items out of place: the muddy pair of sneakers she’d kicked off in the entryway and failed to return to the shoe rack; the dog leash she’d tossed onto the credenza instead of hanging it upon its hook; and—most egregious to Silas—the empty mug she’d left on the coffee table since midmorning.

			As expected, Silas went right for the mug. June often wondered if he had always been so particular about his surroundings, or if it was something that worsened over the years. Was he this cranky when she chose to spend the rest of her life with him, or had he kept it hidden? Either way, somewhere along the line, he had given up trying to at least appear a little lighter when he was in a dark mood.

			Silas picked up the forgotten mug, examined its insides, and placed it quietly into the kitchen sink. Sometimes he would call her names or connect her poor organization to a lack of intelligence, but tonight his silent countenance of disappointment spoke for him.

			June also refrained from saying what she was thinking. So what if the coffee cup gets stained brown on the inside? It’s a COFFEE CUP. That is its intended purpose in life!

			But she understood that, to Silas, the staining was a mark not only on her character, but on his. If a guest were handed that cup, say, and saw its blemishes, it would be a shameful revelation of laziness and imperfection that exposed him as a man with poor habits, unclean and unconscientious.

			The part that really baffled June was that it wasn’t just Silas’s self-consciousness that made him this way because, on the flipside, if he were a guest at someone else’s home and given a stained mug, he would react similarly.

			Would you look at that, he might say to June later. He doesn’t have it together enough to control his own home; how could I trust him to run an entire department?

			June had to remind herself that in the larger scheme of awful things people dealt with in their marriages, where one stood on mug rinsing was a minor issue. On the important stuff, she and Silas were of one mind, right?

			Well, June wasn’t so sure. This big fancy house, for instance, their luxury cars—in truth, June had no desire for any of it. She dressed up on occasion because Silas liked her to, and because he often bought her dresses that he wanted to see her in, but she actually preferred simple, practical clothing and couldn’t care less about jewelry.

			Even their basic worldviews differed, when June really gave it thought. Silas was a striver who saw the world in black-and-white, made up of winners and losers. More than anything, he needed others to view him as impressive, while all June wanted was a humble, quiet life surrounded by animals and maybe, one day, a kid or two.

			But what was June supposed to do about all these discrepancies now? After she had already invested so many years and made so many sacrifices. And anyway, she believed wholeheartedly in making the best of things.

			While Silas went upstairs to change, June sprinkled some finishing salt onto her side dishes and flung together a quick arugula salad doused with oil and vinegar. Then it was time to face the steak.

			The sizzle of raw meat against hot pan brought Willow back around the stove. June avoided her curious snout while holding her own breath as best she could to keep the scent of cooking flesh from entering her nostrils.

			She urged her thoughts elsewhere to the unexpected novelty of the day. Not one, but two new people at the dog park. The first, Val, seemed friendly enough, maybe a bit too cool in that motorcycle jacket and those tough-girl black boots. She was probably pushing forty, a good five years older than June, and yet she seemed younger. Maybe because she was on the short side, or because her jeans were fashionably ripped, as if she were a surly but style-conscious teenager. Regardless, she’d lost all her edginess getting run around in circles by that high-strung little Griff.

			June hoped they would return tomorrow, Val and Cash. They were the most amusing development to hit the park since the lady who showed up with her tabby cat on a leash and tried to pass it off as a Shiba Inu mix.

			Silas returned from upstairs just as June slid his crackling steak from pan to plate.

			They sat down to eat.

			It was the same as always. Silas held his steak knife in his right hand and his fork in the left. He made a deep cut in the middle of the meat to observe its color on the inside and determine its level of over- or underdoneness. With a satisfied nod he then proceeded from the middle, slicing against the grain of the flesh, one bite at a time. The string beans and potatoes were an afterthought. The salad wouldn’t be touched until after he wiped every trace of bloodlike grease from the plate with a potato.

			For herself, June had warmed up some leftover vegetarian chili from yesterday. She asked Silas the usual questions about his day, which was like winding him up with a turnkey and watching him go.

			June understood the basics of his job at the EPA, but she had long lost track of who was who above and below him, the allies versus nemeses. She took it as flattering that he assumed she could follow the chemical names that rolled off his lips—a complex, multisyllabic nomenclature of similar prefixes and suffixes—when she couldn’t even remember if Bill was friend and Brian was foe, or if it was the other way around.

			“The exposure levels are negligible,” Silas said. “These guys want to lower the cutoffs, run the calculations for each chemical individually, which is insane. We use thresholds, that’s how it’s done. We can’t just stop applying them or change how we do our assessments. We tested the dialkyl sulfate. Genotoxicity isn’t a concern. It’s diluted in the air.”

			June nodded along, thinking again of Val. When Val and Cash left the park, June had watched them walk away, wishing they would stay a little longer—and that was how she first caught sight of the mysterious figure between the tennis courts and the eastern side of the park.

			From June’s perspective, the moment Val disappeared, this new person emerged, linking them in her mind as two parts to some whole.

			The ball-cap-and-sunglasses-wearing woman was lingering where passersby often stopped to watch the dogs through the chain-link fence. Sometimes they were parents with small children, who would crouch and point, asking See the nice doggy? Do you know what the doggy says? Sometimes they were teenagers with their phones aimed at catching a meme-worthy moment. (Wait till they got a load of Val’s little maniac.) And sometimes it was mourners. These were the people whose sorrow June could feel from across the field. Half here in the present and half somewhere in the past, longing for something long gone. This new person was one of them, June was sure of it.

			Willow, who could catch the scent of sadness like a day-old piece of fish, noticed it, too. She scampered to the fence to better assess the situation.

			June watched the woman remove her sunglasses at the appearance of the busybody pawing at the chain-link barrier, snorting and whimpering.

			The cap-and-sunglasses combo was a sartorial pairing that always reminded June of her high school soccer coach, whose colorful collection of hats and lenses had inspired a cultlike following of young impersonators, including June, for a while. Whether one’s ponytail should be kept inside or pulled out from the back of the hat to sway in the wind was a point of contention among June’s friends. She was on Team Free Pony, whereas Coach K and the woman before June now were fans of the stuffed pony look.

			Perhaps it was this resemblance to Coach K, along with a similar tall, athletic build, that made June feel like they had met before, though this woman’s eyes were a striking shade of green that June would have remembered, so perhaps not.

			Still, to be safe, June hedged her uncertainty like she did with Silas’s colleagues at work events, with a just-familiar-enough “How are you?”

			Her casualness in tone was meant to provide cover if they had met before, and would only make her appear friendlier if they hadn’t, but it seemed to backfire.

			The stranger before her reddened from the tops of her ears to the bottom of her neck, as if she had been caught doing something unseemly. “I was just walking by,” she said, sounding apologetic and defensive.

			“That’s okay.” June felt compelled to reassure her, put her at ease. When she introduced herself, she tried to seem extra welcoming.

			Alex was her name. Again, June tried to place her. Maybe they had played against each other at some point? Or participated in the same camp or summer league?

			Willow went up on her hind legs and stuffed her nose through an opening in the chain link, trying every tactic she had to get a pet from this human.

			Alex took a step back. “Is she a full golden, or mixed with something smaller? Maybe a Cavalier King Charles?”

			Aha. So she did know dogs.

			“We think she’s got some corgi in her, or maybe some Cavalier. We aren’t sure.” June took charge of Willow, calmed her to a whimpering sit. “But I’m certain she wants you to come inside.”

			“I don’t have a dog,” Alex said. “I did. But not anymore.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry.”

			“No, it’s not—” Alex paused. “It’s not as morbid as that. I’m recently divorced. My ex-wife got the dog.”

			“How awful!” June’s strong reaction got a smile from Alex that seemed to melt away some of her reticence. Soon after, June had convinced her to walk around to the park entrance, where June unlatched the gate and guided her toward the others.

			“Ahem.” Silas interrupted her thoughts. “Are you alright?”

			June returned to the present, where she was near the bottom of her bowl of chili. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“It
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