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Introduction by Alice Hoffman

When the acceptance letter came from Stanford, I knew it was a chance that wouldn’t come again. I got on a plane and found a different future, one I could never have imagined during an unhappy childhood spent mostly alone. When I was growing up, my parents had pulled disappearing acts, my brother was out on his own by the time he was a teenager, and I had long ago realized that the member of my family I was closest to was my dog. In California, I moved into a huge old house where there was a lemon tree and a beehive in the garden. I found a brilliant mentor who championed my writing and friends who had futures, who were attending law school and were in PhD programs, many of them writers, a wonderful quirky bunch. And yet when it came down to it, I still felt alone. I had no one I was close to, no one who waited for me and was always there for me. What I needed was a dog.

My first childhood dog was a surprise. When I was about six years old, my father came home unannounced with a show dog who had recently been retired from the ring, a well-trained, brilliant standard schnauzer called Whiskers, though his official name was Von Esterhazy’s Military Music. From the start, Whiskers seemed shocked to live in our madhouse, where there were no mealtimes or rules and whether you were a dog or a human, you were pretty much on your own. My father soon left us, and poor dignified Whiskers was left to share in the chaos of our lives.

My mother was a freewheeling rebel who was far from being a caretaker. We locked long-suffering well-behaved Whiskers in the basement when we went to visit relatives for long weekends, setting out food and newspapers. It seemed that Whiskers was the only one living in our house who had any common sense. He ran away several times, and I couldn’t blame him. He leapt over our six-foot metal fence and headed for the Southern State Parkway, but he always came home. I loved him madly and he cooly returned my feelings. What mattered most was that he was the only one there when I came home from school and he was there when I went to bed. I don’t think my mother or brother would have noticed if I had leapt the metal fence and run off, but I believe that Whiskers would have followed me. We both were certain we were living in the wrong house.

Whiskers was followed by Bambi, another standard schnauzer who was never trained at all and was a lifelong biter. My mother let her run amok, and Bambi bit nearly everyone who walked into the house. She seemed to especially despise men, which fit with the sentiments of our house as my mother’s lousy boyfriends passed through. Bambi was followed by Bruno, the same breed, but even more untrained and wild. Never housebroken, he seemed to prefer peeing on the rug to the grass, and he was a serious biter as well. He had to be locked up when people came to the house, and in the end it was easier just to never have any visitors. Frankly, my friends’ parents wouldn’t let them visit me anyway. These were the days when living in sin was unusual, and divorced women were rare, especially ones as rebellious as my mother.

Finally, there was Jason, supposedly my high school graduation present, though he never looked at it that way. He was a small judgmental poodle who showed his teeth and growled when he wasn’t pleased, sat on a kitchen chair to have his dinner, and liked to go out to have Carvel ice cream. My mother was amused by his bad behavior, and he quickly became her dog. But Jason had a sensitive side and was always with me when I cried. I think he considered me a fool to be so emotional and so sad. I could tell from the way he stared at me that he thought I should grow up and realize life was tough. Even a mini poodle knew that.

My dogs were my company, the ones I could depend on, the ones I mattered to and who mattered most to me. It made perfect sense that after two years of living in California, feeling rootless and alone and fearful of what the future would bring, I began to scan Palo Alto pet ads. One day I found what I was looking for: an ad for German shepherd puppies in Sunnyvale. I drove out that same day to a farm up in the hills. The puppies were three or four months old and had been raised by a serious man who bred dogs for police use. I was introduced to the parents, who went through their paces in obedience training. I was too dumbfounded to be frightened of the giant police dogs. Then the puppies were brought out and I knew immediately which was mine. He was a long-haired German shepherd who knew commands for sit, down, stay, come, and probably lots more that I’d never bothered to ask about. He’d been named Houdini and that clearly was a sign. He was magic and I knew it. The dog breeder said that if I didn’t ask for his papers and promised not to breed him, I could have the puppy for seventy-five dollars. There was one more demand. I had to promise not to take him out of California. I looked at Houdini and I knew. He was already mine, and more importantly I was his. Fine, I told the breeder, crossing my fingers behind my back. I’d never leave the Bay Area.

I was twenty-one and careless, a depressed girl whom no one had ever cared about and who didn’t value herself. I was at school, had two jobs, and was writing my first novel, so Houdini trained himself. Frankly, after Bruno and Bambi and Jason, I wouldn’t have known how to go about it. I hadn’t bothered to ask my five housemates if they minded a dog; I simply brought him home as my father had long ago brought home Whiskers. Houdini had one accident, in my housemate John’s messy bedroom, and after he got yelled at by a perturbed PhD student, he never again made that mistake. Houdini was left in the garden when I went to school and to work, so that he wouldn’t bother my roommates. I was sometimes gone all day, and he never once dug up the artichoke plants or the roses, he simply waited for me to come home. We were together in this life, him and me.

When I moved back to New York, Houdini came with me. For us, home was each other. When I took an apartment in Chelsea in Manhattan, he still walked off a leash. I took him everywhere and no one asked questions. He went on the crosstown bus, to restaurants, to what was then the Elgin Theater, to the supermarket. People presumed he was a guide dog because of his breed and how incredibly well-behaved he was.

I’d always had panic attacks growing up, but with Houdini I felt safe enough to drive back and forth from my PhD program out on Long Island to Manhattan. I took him with me to my agent Elaine Markson’s tiny office on Greenwich Avenue, and when I lived in a run-down beach community I simply let him out the door to run around the neighborhood. When I wanted him to come back, all I had to do was whistle. He had a brief affair with a standard poodle, and when I caught them together, he couldn’t have looked guiltier. He never cheated on me again.

Every year I grew more convinced that Houdini was magic. He went to my study with me every day and slept under the desk while I wrote my book. He never asked for anything, and he gave me everything. One day, walking down the street in Chelsea, I heard someone say, “That girl looks just like her dog,” and when I peered into a store window, I realized she was right. We were versions of one another, and I felt hugely complimented; I didn’t think much of myself, but I knew Houdini was beautiful.

When I met the man I would marry, Houdini didn’t like him and gave him the cold shoulder. I should have paid attention. He was a good judge of character, and he was right, although Houdini did love the Maine coon cat that moved in with us when my soon-to-be husband did. When we had children, Houdini became their guardian, and I trusted him completely to watch over them. I didn’t give him the attention I should have in his later years; I was busy with my family, trapped in a marriage that was falling apart, a situation that wouldn’t have surprised Houdini, who still had nothing to do with my then-husband, although he slept with the cat every night.

I still don’t think I was worthy of him. And I wish I had one more day with him. We could go the beach, where he would pay no attention to the other dogs and stay by my side. We could stroll along the streets of San Francisco or New York or drive upstate, because when we were together, I wouldn’t panic. I would simply enjoy every minute. In time, Houdini could barely walk, and as he grew older he stayed on his bed nearly all day. I brought him booties so he wouldn’t slip because his hips and legs were so weak. When he could no longer raise himself up to stand, I knew it was time. He lived until he was fifteen, wild about the cat he slept with every night, and watched over my children, protecting us all, but mostly he was in love with me. The beautiful cat curled up and died the day after Houdini was put down, too brokenhearted to go on. I understood completely when I found her in my office, under my chair. The three of us had spent every day there as I wrote, and now it would never be the same. My heart is still broken after all these years. It always will be.

I’ve had several dogs since, a kindhearted Labrador named Cody, and three Polish Lowland sheepdogs, including my current beloved Shelby, whom I think of as my soul sister. But Houdini was different. If you’re very lucky you may be honored to know a once-in-a-lifetime dog. Your familiar, your significant other, your plus-one and the love of your life, the one who knows how you feel before you do, the one who howls when you cry, who feels your pain and your joy. I was lucky, and I know it. I didn’t train him, he trained me. He was the heart I was missing. He was brave when I lacked courage. For that and for a thousand other things, I will always be grateful. I used to say my first husband was a German shepherd, now I say my one true love was a German shepherd. There’s not a day that I don’t miss him and wish we could run away together, back to California, back to the day when I drove up into the golden hills once upon a time when our lives were out in front of us, waiting to be lived.
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Dottie by Emily Henry

The dog dies in this. Before we go any further, you should know that.

We always want to know first. Even if we’re reading a thriller, or a horror. Even if we’re reading about someone suffering through terminal illness. Even when we read about the death of a person, we still want to know if the dog dies. We want it so badly that there’s a website—doesthedogdie.com—where we can check before we pick up a book or start a movie. Because we want to prepare ourselves or, more likely, because we want to avoid it all together.

I wanted to avoid it. And then the dog died. My dog. I’ve had other dogs before, had them all my life, loved all of them so deeply, and it doesn’t feel right to only call this one my dog. For me, she was the dog.

Her name was Dottie, and she tricked me into bringing her home. It happened like this: I had some friends in town for a weekend, and we were looking for a way to kill a Sunday. Someone mentioned that PetSmart had adoption events on Sundays, so we went and we met a couple of dogs. There were other people there, filling out forms, applying to take these dogs home, which made me happy, because none of these dogs felt like my dog. But I did want a dog, eventually, so afterward we went to the Humane Society. Big mistake. Big. Huge. If you want a dog eventually, you don’t go to a place so overrun with dogs in need that they’re stacked two to a kennel. There was a floppy black puppy in the back corner that my husband gravitated straight toward. It was spunky and friendly and adorable.

But I wanted an older dog. Partly this was selfless. (I knew it was harder for these dogs to get adopted.) Partly it was entirely selfish. (I thought maybe it would break my heart less when the time came to say goodbye.)

That’s how I found myself in front of a different kennel. One with a jumpy, barky shepherd mix throwing herself at the kennel door and, behind her, an emaciated little pit bull, nervously leaning away from the chaos. I wanted to meet her. We took the pit bull out to the little grassy area, and she could not have given less of a shit about us. The Humane Society volunteer had treats. That was all that mattered to her. It was like we weren’t even there. We left that day without a dog.

But I kept thinking about her. Two days later we went back. She was still there. So was her barky, thrashy kennel mate. But now her head was covered in pee and blood, her face all scabbed up. Somehow, she looked skinnier. Out on the patch of grass, she ignored us again in favor of scrabbling for treats. She snorted and snuffled like a pig hunting truffles, her dark eyes wide and singularly focused.

Dottie had been adopted once already, but she’d recently been brought back. After adopting her, the owners had bought a purebred pit bull too, and the dogs didn’t get along. Allegedly the two of them got into it, and that’s why Dottie’s tail was dangling off her body when they dropped her back off at the pound.

The volunteer told us it looked more like they’d tried to dock it with a rubber band and when it didn’t fall all the way off, they brought her back. She’d had surgery to remove it, so now she had a funny little nub that was bald on the end. She had bat ears and one gray Groucho Marx eyebrow. The quicks on her toenails were so grown out they looked like macaroni noodles. Her head and neck were massive, but she had the bowlegged body of a much smaller dog. Her belly hung a little bit, like maybe she’d had puppies before, and since we’d last seen her, she’d developed a severe limp.

It wasn’t that she felt like our dog. I was just so scared that if we left her there, she would die that night. Honestly, I thought that even if we brought her home, she would die that night, but that seemed preferable. So we took her home.

She rode silently in the back of our hatchback, her ears out to the sides like Yoda. We stopped at PetSmart just before it closed and I stayed in the car with her while my partner ran in for dog shampoo, food, treats, a crate. I talked to her with the name they gave her—Dottie—but she either didn’t know it or didn’t care. She was watchful and quiet, and serious.

At home, we climbed the perilous icy wooden steps, which sometimes swung a few inches away from the building, to our second-floor apartment. She limped the whole way. At the top landing, we let her inside and flicked on the lights. There was a dog bed, a couple yards from the front door, from when we’d watched my parents’ dog a week earlier, and when she saw it, she ran. Ran. No limp. Just booked it straight to the bed and started spinning circles on it, starting to lie down then hopping up again and circling some more. The limp never came back.

She stood silently and calmly while we washed the blood and pee and dirt off of her, and slept silently in her crate all night. In the morning we went to the vet to get her checked out, and when the doctor came into the room, she burst out laughing at the sight of Dottie. That was pretty common, over the years. She was a silly girl, and she was also delicate. Have you ever seen a pit bull in a fleece jacket, fleece snood, neon orange booties, and blue coat bumbling down a snowy sidewalk? Congratulations: You’ve met the love of my life.

It didn’t happen fast. The first six months, she liked us, but she didn’t trust us. If one of us sat down on the edge of her bed, she’d get up and go lie down on the wooden floor a ways off. She’d flinch when we picked anything up—a vacuum, a guitar, a remote, a phone. And even though she wasn’t sure of us, she hated being without us more. If we left her home and crated, our otherwise silent dog would bark nonstop. She’d go to the bathroom, then tear up her bed, chew on the bars until they were bent and bloody. We bought a baby gate and started leaving her alone in the kitchen with a Kong full of frozen peanut butter, and she did better. Eventually she broke the baby gate, and we replaced it with a large empty cardboard box. We called it Dottie’s Box for years, and as we grew to trust each other, the part of the apartment it blocked off shrunk and shrunk until she had full rein of the house.

It’s strange recalling all of this, because I remember it, but I don’t remember the moment it changed. When she went from an odd little roommate to my baby.

I remember thousands of days with her curled up next to me as I wrote. I remember years of falling asleep to the sound of her snores. I remember holding on to her paws, both of us jumping in place, a game my partner invented where we pretended we’d just won the lottery and shouted, “We’re rich! We’re rich! We’re rich!” I remember telling her, dozens of times, “gentle,” right before she accepted a treat by putting my entire hand in her mouth. Endless memories of coming in through the garage door and watching her wake from a dead sleep and sprint to greet me. I remember when we were lying outside in the grass and she noticed a butterfly for the first time and hid behind me, and the time she went rigid on a walk, staring at a stone gargoyle in someone’s yard that didn’t not resemble her. I remember introducing her to our best friends’ newborn baby and how she positioned herself beside him like a royal guard. I remember her sleeping with her head on a pillow, waking me up once a night to tuck her back in with the first blanket I ever bought her. And when there were lightning storms, I remember her crawling into bed with me and lying on top of my head, shivering until I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight as we both fell back asleep. I remember taking her hiking in the snowy mountains of Colorado, and pulling her in a cart made for kids on the back of a bike as we rode around an island in Georgia, and eating at seafood restaurants on graying piers in Maine. All of it makes me happy to think about. All of it hurts.

One of my favorite memories of her happened a few years ago, before her health started to decline, when we took her to a beach on Lake Michigan. We were visiting some friends and they’d told us about this place, this secret little cove where no one else ever seemed to go, where the water was a gorgeous turquoise and, in the summer, stayed warm in the evening. We went just before sunset, and we took Dottie with us, because even though she hated water, we knew she hated being left home more.

Mostly, I sat on the sand with her while my partner and our friends swam, but eventually I decided to get in. My partner took Dottie’s leash while I waded out into the fading sunlight. And when I looked back, I realized she had followed me. The small waves were crashing over her nose, but she was pushing deeper into the water, following me, always at my side. Always.

Dottie was six years old when we brought her home, but every time we took her to the vet those first few years, they’d ask how old she was, and we’d tell them, “They thought she was six when we got her,” and they’d reply, “Really? I think she might be six now.” So for a while we had our hopes up that she might be immortal. But as the years went by, she slowed down. We had a tumor removed from her leg that came back with a vengeance. She’d gone deaf, and her arthritis had worsened, and we learned how to give her shots to help with it, but it wasn’t enough. She couldn’t go for long walks anymore. She wanted to, but she couldn’t.

We bought a wagon. We started pulling her around in it. We’d take her to a big green space nearby and because she could no longer run, we’d let her out off leash and we’d all walk together. Every few feet she’d look up at me. When we were walking, and when we were pulling her along too. She always needed to know that I was there. I always needed to know she was.

I wanted her to be six forever. But she couldn’t be. Her life got smaller and smaller, and I tried telling her, my deaf dog, that she could go whenever. That she didn’t need to stay for me. But I think she could tell I was lying. That I didn’t know how to be without her. I didn’t know how to sleep without her snoring loudly next to me, or how to come home to a house she wasn’t in. I didn’t know how to feel grief and pain without the person I always held and cried onto when I felt those things.

If I’d loved her any less, I would’ve never let her go. But eventually I had to. The doctor came to our house. It was all very peaceful, as beautiful as the worst day of your life can be. I felt her leave and instead of it feeling like there was a hole inside me it felt like I was inside of a hole. Like the entire universe had ripped. It felt like the house had died around me, like she was the soul that animated it. I sobbed as they took her away. I sobbed as I wrote this. I sobbed on vacations when I thought about coming home and her not being there, and I sobbed when I came home and she wasn’t. I sobbed while watching videos of her and while holding her blankets and her toys and while clearing the cabinet of her treats. I sobbed in Ohio, Florida, California, Oregon, Scotland. I’ve now walked around in a world that’s missing her for four months and I still catch myself bargaining with the universe to let her come back. I dream that she does sometimes.

Last night, I did. Honestly. I dreamed she’d come back, three days after she died—like Jesus—and I woke up brokenhearted. People still try to avoid talking about her to me. They tell me this, that they’re afraid I don’t want to hear about her, that I don’t want to feel this pain. They’re wrong.

I want to feel every inch of space she should be in, because it reminds me of how much space she filled for me. I want her back, but I don’t want to stop hurting just because she can’t come back. She was my baby, and she was always at my side, always. I never want to forget that feeling.

No one wants to read the book where the dog dies. They don’t want to watch the movie. But now the dog has died, and I need to write about it. I need to read about it. To feel less alone in this pain, and to make sense of it. To take this jumble of sorrow and find some thesis, a personal theory of everything that accounts for everything I’m feeling. And maybe more than any of that, I want to tell you about her. About this semi-feral, silly, clumsy, shy, anatomically improbable dog who stayed by my side for eight years, who followed me into the water, and who looked back over her shoulder at me from her wagon.

So here it is. The way this fits into my theory of everything, the thing this depressing essay has in common with all of my romantic comedies and everything else I’ve ever written: We are so fucking lucky to get to love someone so much that it tears a hole in the world when they’re gone. The dog dies at the end. The dog dies at the end and it breaks your heart, and you wouldn’t change anything. Not one moment.
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Ninety-Nine by Bonnie Garmus

Some dogs are called rescues because they’ve endured life on the street, bad breeders, physical abuse. But our dog, a six-year-old greyhound, who definitely suffered a few of those, also needed to be rescued from something just as bad. Her name. Cake Angel.

We met Cake Angel at a greyhound rescue kennel in England, run by a small handful of dedicated people trying to find homes for these skinny racing retirees, each of whom had been nixed from the track because they’d been too slow (lost every race, seemed more interested in clouds than running) or because they’d been too fast (ran the maximum number of years, injuring every toe, hip, and ligament in the process). These sweet dogs, the greyhound rescuers told us, needed only two things to be happy. Love and a sofa.

We had love and two sofas, so our hopes were high. We’d already been rejected from every shelter within a hundred-mile radius because our small London flat had no yard. Like this was some sort of never-before-seen circumstance, highly irregular, completely unheard of. No yard? The people at the shelter would tsk, ignoring our sterling track record of dog rescues and rehabilitations while disregarding the fact that virtually no one in London had a yard except, you know, the queen. Of course we didn’t have a yard.

We explained all of this to the shelter people, but they held the line: We were rejected. But then one Sunday during a walk through the Kent countryside, we stumbled upon a greyhound rescue kennel. By the following Saturday, we were walking two of their greyhounds through the local forest on a trial walk on the road to adoption.

That day was the first time I’d ever considered adopting a purebred. David, my husband, and I have avoided them, partly because breeding reeks of eugenics, but also because David had grown up with a purebred who’d died the usual way: young. Inbreeding kills. So to find ourselves on the other end of a leash walking creatures bred specifically to run—for human entertainment and profit, no less—felt wrong. Where were the real rescue dogs? The unwanted, the broken, the starved?

Although these greyhounds did look a little too thin. Their rib cages were prominent, their legs sticklike. When backlit by the sun, the webs of skin on their lower legs were like stained glass windows. But we also understood the greyhound’s svelte form was a biological mandate, one of the reasons they can run up to forty-five miles per hour. In terms of land animals, only the cheetah can beat a greyhound. Unless it’s a distance race; then the greyhound will win every time.

But on this walk, these two didn’t run. Instead, they ambled along beside us like Zen masters. Calm, cool, collected. No pulling. No lunging. We stopped. They stopped. We took a step. They took a step. A horse appeared. No reaction.

We bent down to pet them and discovered the tops of their heads felt like cashmere. The one dog obviously enjoyed the physical attention, but the other, Cake Angel, stiffened, as if merely enduring it. Inside her ears were green alphanumeric tattoos, a code that would forever identify her origin—Ireland. If these calm, sweet dogs didn’t find homes, they would eventually be euthanized. We returned to the office and immediately announced our desire to adopt.

Between the two dogs we’d walked, the nice woman who ran the kennel suggested Cake Angel would be a better fit for us. Because we were in our sixties. Meaning Cake Angel was older than other dogs and, like us, would be happy lying around all day doing nothing. Minus, she pointed out, the two twenty-minute walks every greyhound required before returning to our sofa, which would now be her sofa. We tried not to take offense.

“Greyhounds are basically lazy,” she said, as if blind to Cake Angel’s Schwarzenegger-like glute muscles. “They need very little exercise,” she continued, even though Cake Angel could obviously bench-press a bus. “And, good news, greyhounds don’t really jog,” she added, glancing at me as if this was something the dog and I obviously shared in common.

She went on to tell us that Cake Angel had raced all four years, the max, and had the knobby toes to prove it—indications of past fractures. She’d been adopted by someone else a year earlier, but he’d returned her because he’d claimed she was vicious. I looked down at the perfectly still Cake Angel, whose genealogy probably included a long line of marble statues. Vicious?

“She’s not vicious,” the woman said, as if reading my mind. “Take her home for the weekend,” she encouraged, “and see if she fits.” An appropriate question since Cake Angel was the size of a ride-em lawn mower.

“And oh, just to make sure, your landlord has approved a dog, correct?”

When we didn’t answer right away, she started rooting around in a drawer as if looking for her lie detector set. “Correct?” she repeated, looking at us sideways.

“Definitely,” we said. “He’s in love with the idea.”

We’d never met our landlord.

“We’ll need that in writing,” she said.

“Not a problem,” we lied.

In fact, we had cleared the dog idea with our absentee landlord entity, a wealthy Chinese consortium which owned a ton of London flats and rented them for exorbitant fees—the standard price in London—through the local estate agency mafia. But the agency had issued a few dog caveats.


	The dog could not be a barker. (The two dogs we’d taken for a trial walk that morning had not barked once. Although they were muzzled.)

	The dog could not scare the other residents. (Last week I’d run into our refined upstairs neighbor, a man who spoke a dozen languages, traveled without luggage, and carried multiple cell phones. He was standing in the lobby clutching his side, wincing in pain. “Everyone in London gets stabbed at least once,” he informed me, waving away my concern as he checked his bloodied bandage. Pretty sure a dog wouldn’t scare him.)

	The dog could not track in a lot of dirt. (Define “a lot.”)

	The dog could not shed. (We later learned that greyhounds don’t really shed. They molt.)

	The dog had to weigh under ten kilos. (Very close. Cake Angel was twenty-nine.)



I’d assured the estate agent that my husband, David, and I were experienced dog owners, having raised three others, all rescues, all of whom had lived the greatest, most well-mannered, healthiest, most fruitful lives possible. Plus, in the US, we’d volunteered at our local animal shelters and were official puppy foster parents, caring for litters retrieved from garbage cans, rivers, and freeway shoulders. We’d once cared for a litter of eleven so young, their eyes weren’t even open yet. We’d fostered adult dogs hit by cars, dogs who’d lost their tails, dogs with mental issues. I told her all of this in a rush, hoping my speed would imply a wealth of detail still to come—including the time we’d had to do CPR on a puppy (she lived), as well as the baby bird we raised because its entire family had been eaten by a cat. But her interest level seemed limited. “The dog’s toenails must be trimmed every six weeks,” she said.

Anyway, when the woman at the kennel said we should take Cake Angel home for a trial run, she meant that second. We were thrilled by her unexpected trust.

She went on to explain Cake Angel’s needs—a large dog bed (we had one), greyhound food (she would provide), fresh water, love, “cuddles,” a sofa, and the two aforementioned twenty-minute walks. “Do you know much about greyhounds?” she asked. “Oh yes!” we lied again, thinking Google would tell us everything we needed to know on the drive back.

But here’s what Google couldn’t tell us. Cake Angel had never been in a car. She’d only ever been in a van, crated, surrounded by other greyhounds, also crated, en route to a racetrack. Greyhound crates are enormous; they don’t fit in sedans. We have a sedan. “Oh, bad luck,” the woman said upon seeing our car. “A sedan.” Then she disappeared back into the kennel.

It took us ten minutes to coax Cake Angel into our car and, once in there, she refused to lie down. Instead, she stood—all four legs on the back seat—her head pressing against the car’s ceiling. Google would later tell us that greyhounds have only two stationary positions: standing up or lying down. Most can’t sit, thanks to huge kangaroo-like haunches that prevent it. We finally assumed she’d plop down once the car was in motion and slowly pulled out.

We’d gone less than a mile before Cake Angel let us know how wrong we were. She hated the car. According to Cake Angel, the car needed to die. Its death would start with the immediate removal of its back seat upholstery.

David pulled the car over and suggested I ride in the back with her. I agreed because who doesn’t want to ride with a live chain saw? Cake Angel accepted my presence by raking her razor-like toenails across my forearms for the next forty-five minutes of what was definitely a ninety-minute drive, but we were motivated.

When we finally reached London, she leapt out of the car, me attached, her expression clearly communicating that she’d just endured the height of human stupidity but was willing to let it go as long as we sold the car today. As David unloaded her food from the trunk, I examined the huge welts on my arms.

“A greyhound,” said someone wistfully as she passed us on the sidewalk. “Brilliant.”

I pause here to point out that the Brits tend to overuse the word brilliant. You took the tube? Brilliant. You ordered the roast? Brilliant. You both inhale and exhale? Brilliant. Whereas Americans limit the word’s usage to Stephen Hawking and car wax shine. So, when the woman automatically stated our arm-raking greyhound was brilliant, I wanted to say, “Lady, she’s a sadist; learn the difference.” But instead, I smiled and nodded because that’s what expats do: We agree with everything because that is the only way to slip into any new culture undetected before they realize you’re American and kick you back out.

David grabbed the leash and together we approached the four stairs leading to our front door. Cake Angel hesitated, then took them in one bound.

Inside were more stairs. At the time, we lived in a first-floor flat. But just like with brilliant here, first-floor doesn’t really mean first, it means second. Meaning that between Cake Angel and our flat lay two long flights of stairs. The dog did the math in her head and correctly surmised she could not bound that far. Turning away from the stairs, she let us know she would be spending the weekend in the lobby. David gently pulled her back. She pulled back the other way. LOBBY, she instructed.

He tried again.

JESUS, I SAID LOBBY.

“Maybe if I line the stairs with treats,” I said. “Maybe that will motivate her.” And it did. Unfortunately. Because with very little warning, Cake Angel catapulted herself into the air, coming close to clearing eight stairs at once before falling back hard, tumbling all the way down. I cried out; David gasped; Cake Angel looked furious. Without hesitation, David scooped her into his arms and carried her up the two flights, her battling him the entire way as I shouted encouraging things like “Hurry up!” and “I think she hates us!”

He deposited her gently on the living room floor, then threw himself on the sofa in defeat. Cake Angel reverted to her statue impersonation. I reverted to alcohol.

We waited a few minutes, then cautiously introduced her to her possible new home. I gently pointed out the big comfy dog bed—just for you!—the two sofas—take your pick!—the squeaky toy—fun times ahead!—the water dish—if you’d prefer something stronger, let me know!

She rejected the water, bypassed the bed, ignored the sofas, let me know the toy was beneath her.

“She just needs time,” we reassured ourselves. “We’ve been down this road before. She just needs to do things at her own pace.” We watched as she explored our small flat like a disappointed scientist from the Dog Institute, tut-tutting her way through a checklist on the human habitat. As she wandered around, we Googled greyhounds and learned many have never seen a staircase before. “But they’ll learn,” the site reassured us. “Usually within a few weeks.” A few weeks.

The same site also informed us that greyhounds might not understand that other dogs were actually dogs. This was because they’d only ever seen greyhounds. Thus, the greyhound, especially one who’d raced all four years (the tiny minority to which Cake Angel belonged), might erroneously assume the local Pomeranian is dinner. Cats, dessert. It wasn’t personal; the lure they’d been chasing around the track happened to look exactly like a Pomeranian on a bad hair day. The site strongly recommended we keep our greyhound on lead to avoid bloodshed and lawsuits.

Cake Angel reappeared. Standing resolute, she stared at us in what only can be interpreted as an unfriendly way. We held out our hands in case she wanted to sniff us. She didn’t. We attempted to figure out where she liked to be petted. Nowhere.

Okay, that’s fine, we told ourselves. We’re in no hurry. We have the entire three-day weekend with her. We’ll just all sit and read and let her relax. Maybe some calming music will help.

But as soon as we got out books and turned on the music, she went and stood by the door. WALK.

We reminded her we were just outside.

WALK.

While I untangled the leash, David proposed skipping the staircase in favor of throwing her out the window. But before he could act, I stupidly opened the front door, and she took off. We ran to the top of the stairs in time to watch her fly down with just a slight touch on the landing and maybe on two or three stairs before she reached the bottom. Like she was in Cirque du Soleil. She turned to look at us. NOW YOU.

She watched us descend with disappointment. Had she known how to shake her head in disgust, she would have. Nevertheless, as soon as we were out the door, she stopped judging. She heeled contentedly: no pulling, no side trips. We passed several dogs; she showed no interest in any of them. When we reached Hyde Park, we watched jealously as everyone else let their dogs off lead.

Another difference between the Brits and Americans: When the Brits call their dogs, they come. That’s why London dogs are free to roam, chat, sniff, and play with other dogs in most of the city’s huge parks—because they take the word come seriously. I would go on to live in London for years and in all that time, I would only witness one dog that did not come when called. It was mine.

We walked for well over an hour in the cool weather, Cake Angel showing none of the twenty-minute fatigue we were told to expect. Instead, as we reached the exit gate, she indicated she was not done with her park time. She planted herself firmly in the grass.

NOT LEAVING, she communicated.

David tugged at her.

TOO EARLY, she reiterated.

As we tried to coax her out, carefully avoiding saying her name out loud because we don’t want anyone to think we’d picked it, another greyhound spied her and dragged its owner over.

MY GOD, IT’S CAKE ANGEL! the greyhound seemed to say.

WELL, IF IT ISN’T MISSION TO MARS. Cake Angel half wagged in response. HOW ARE YOU, OLD MAN? I HAVEN’T SEEN YOU SINCE WE WERE IN THE LAST HALF OF THE LAP IN—WHERE WAS IT? BRIGHTON? WHO’S THIS PERSON YOU’RE EXERCISING? HE DOESN’T OWN A SEDAN, DOES HE?

This went on for several minutes while we chatted with the owner, who told us Mission to Mars (now Mickey) only raced for a year before he was cut from the ranks. “He’s lazy,” the owner said with pride. “They all are.”

We’d hear this word lazy over and over again in the years to come, which is strange because the history books never use it. To historians, the greyhound is practically a god; at minimum, royal; its athleticism proof of power, speed, agility, intelligence, courage. Many believe the greyhound was the model for the Great Sphinx; the Greeks made them the running companions of Artemis and Diana; poets and writers from Ovid to Chaucer to Sir Walter Scott described them with awe; the greyhound is even mentioned in the Bible. In fact, the greyhound is the only dog breed mentioned in the Bible. And Shakespeare included them in eleven of his plays, a fact I learned when Cake Angel spied a squirrel and decided to remove my arm from my body to get it.

“I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips / Straining upon the start. The game’s afoot!” David quoted unhelpfully as I struggled to remain whole.

Still, despite her stony face and the pain she inflicted, I felt myself falling for this dog. Dark gray—also known as blue—she was handsome, muscular, polished, distant, like art one admires, but can never really own. Against great odds, she’d survived four years at the racetrack—a life defined by cages, anxiety, bells, and an exercise overload so severe, it can and does result in internal hemorrhaging, heatstroke, broken necks, and snapped legs, all of which sometimes require immediate track-side euthanasia. Despite consistent public outcry, greyhound racing deaths remain appallingly high.

It occurred to us that during her racing years and after, Cake Angel had never been allowed to make her own decisions. Wanting to get on her good side, we let her make one. We stayed in the park another hour.

When we got back to the flat and she saw the stairs, she made it very clear—by tensing every muscle in her body and threatening more claw marks—that she would not be carried. Instead, she charged up on her own, then fell back hard, then did it again. It was like watching a person climb a ladder missing most of its rungs. But somehow, after three or four attempts, she made it, then stopped abruptly. Our neighbor was on the landing. She stared at him. He looked up from his phone, then looked back down. She turned to look at me. WHO THE HELL IS THIS.

For the rest of the long weekend, we practiced the stairs and went to Hyde Park. “She’s really getting used to us,” we’d say, although nothing could have been further from the truth. She rejected all affection and, likewise, gave none. There were no wags. No kisses. Zero smiles. She appeared to think we had appalling taste in sofas. It was clear that she did not care if we came or went, lived or died.

“How did it go?” the woman at the kennel asked when we took her back.

“Great!” we lied.

“I bet she snuggled up to you on the sofa and just wanted to be cuddled all weekend.”

“Exactly!” we said.

By the time we returned the next weekend to bring her home for good, we’d purchased a dog harness for the car—ostensibly for her protection, but really for ours. She hated it. David insisted I ride in back again so she’d have a chance to let me know exactly how much she hated it.

Meanwhile, we’d decided on a name: Ninety-Nine. It’s from Get Smart, the old TV show; 99, the smart spy, was played by Barbara Feldon. My best friend Helen and I called each other 99 and 86 all of our lives, and when Helen died unexpectedly, the names and part of me died with her. But now, 99 was back.

It seemed like 99 knew her new name immediately. The next time we encountered our spy neighbor on the stair we imagined a mutual recognition.

We spent the next week teaching her our routine: Get up, go out, breakfast. She taught us hers. TAKE ME TO HYDE PARK FOR FIVE HOURS.

Despite their fitness, greyhounds aren’t really endurance animals. They overheat quickly; they can’t take too much sun; their skin tears like tissue paper. Nevertheless, she looked at us with confidence. YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHAT I’M MADE OF.

We were dying to know. So one weekend we rented an enclosed field that would allow her to run free for an hour. As far as we knew, 99 hadn’t been off lead, except at the track, in six years.

Once in, we unclipped her and prepared for flight, but she just stood there. We gently pushed her, urging her to move. No response. David threw a Frisbee. WHY. A ball. WRONG. Then he took out a toy that looked a lot like a Pomeranian on a bad hair day. She tensed. STAND CLEAR.

When he tossed it, she exploded, accelerating from zero to what very much looked like forty-five miles per hour in approximately two seconds, seizing the toy with such gusto, grass stuck to her face. She flung the stuffie, then caught it, then flung it again, then annihilated it, then took off running like an escaped prisoner. I’d never seen speed like this. She was faster than a racehorse, sleeker than a missile, her four paws barely touching the ground, her path around the field a perfect oval. Over and over again she zipped past us, her body coming close enough to scare us, her thundering gait audible, the joy on her face unmistakable.

All at once, she stopped, lungs heaving. We ran over with water. She drank a little. Looked at us. David went to retrieve the dead stuffie. She tensed again. “Toss it,” I said.

She was even faster the second time.

After she’d had enough, we piled back in the car, the back seats now permanently flat and topped with an enormous sheepskin. In the three weeks we’d had her, she’d never lain down once, but today she did and was asleep in seconds.

“I think we adopted Usain Bolt,” I told David.

“I think we adopted a nuclear warhead,” he said.

In the months to come, we worked daily to teach 99 basic commands within the safety of our enclosed garden square. In past years, we’d managed to teach countless dogs all sorts of things, but she was a whole new level of hard. After a year and thousands of treats, hardly anything had changed.

Then one day I got a call in the middle of our training session. The news was bad. My low tones must have caught her attention, and she came to me, her flinty brown eyes searching my face with concern. We walked home together in silence. Once there, she stayed with me. I went to the kitchen; she went to the kitchen. I went to the bathroom; she came, too. At one point, as I stared off into space, unresponsive, she pressed her body up against mine—hard enough that I almost fell over.

The next day, as I sat at my computer, she looked up at me from her dog bed, as if trying to get the full story. When the phone rang, she lifted both ears—unusual for her as her left ear was nearly always flopped over. But as she listened to my voice, she did it again: She came to me and pressed her body hard against mine.

That’s when things seemed to change between us. I stopped trying to teach her; she stopped pretending she could care less.

A few months later, as we were walking through a park, she heard a crying child and left my side, brushing past his terrified parents to press her large body against his small one. He quieted instantly. A year later, she spied an older woman on a bench and did the same thing: leaned into the frail woman’s form. As I offered multiple apologies, the woman waved them away. She told me she’d lost her husband just ten days ago; she welcomed the physical contact.

And then, came this: One cold, dull February day, David and I watched in horror as she slipped beneath a fence and mingled with four highly skittish horses. She walked beneath their bodies and in between their legs. The horses, normally agitated, stood stock-still. As she continued to walk beneath them, one dipped his head to her; she pressed into him. A week later, that horse died.

To us it seemed like we were living with a creature from another planet, a mythical animal, a highly sensitive fawn. She was quiet, unpredictable, athletic, and elegant, yet still carried that hardened criminal look. When people met her, they’d always ask the same thing: “Oh my god, does she bite?”

Three years passed, then five, then seven. In all that time she still accepted our hugs as she’d done the first time: not at all. She never once shared a sofa with us, never once climbed in bed with us. Zero kisses. She was silent, too—I mean dead silent. We once had a workman in the flat for three days who never even knew we had a dog.

And yet, despite this lack of outward affection, it felt like we were joined at the hip. She often came to stand beside me while I worked, less than an inch away, her whiskers brushing the top of my arm, her whispery exhales creating the smallest breeze on my skin. I LOVE YOU.

David and I included her in just everything we did: walk, cook, talk, shop. I took her to Harrods once and she was never the same. If we said “Harrods” out loud, she’d go and stand by the door. The dog loved merchandise—any merchandise.

Weirdly, she’d also grown to love the car. Probably because she learned that going in the car meant that we were going places. She loved to travel. Adored hotels. Loved room service. And wherever we went—beach, mountains, meadows—we let her do the one thing everyone told us she didn’t want to do anymore. We let her run.

Which is why, like parents who move to certain districts for the schools, we took the final step. We moved to the country. For our dog.

The first time she saw her new home, she turned to us. YES. She looked with joy upon open fields. YES. YES. YES.

But then another year went by, and it happened. Her muzzle was white, her gait was slowed, her joints ached. She attempted to ignore the pain, but it took hold. She could still walk for hours, but at great cost. She lost weight; she walked into walls. Harkening back to the day she first came home, David carried her up and down the stairs. But this time it wasn’t because she didn’t know how they worked, but rather that she no longer worked. She had a diagnosis. And it was terminal.

Just before her fourteenth birthday, we lay down on the floor and pressed our bodies against hers. A greyhound to the end, swift and silent, she was gone in moments.

Sleep tight, our 99. Goodbye, our stoic Cake Angel. Run in peace.



[image: A line drawing of a small, fluffy cavapoochon, with a wagging tail and a heart-shaped tag on its collar.]




Sunny by Tova Mirvis

My husband, Bruce, and I were standing over our three-month-old, trying to coax him to sleep. We peered down as he let out a small whimper.

“Once he gets used to it, he’ll be fine,” I said.

“But he wants to sleep in our bed,” Bruce protested.

“All the books say it’s important for him to learn how to self-soothe,” I countered.

“He’s in a cage,” Bruce said mournfully.

The cage was not a crib but a crate. The three-month-old in question was not our child but our dog.

We do have children, six of them. When Bruce and I got married a decade ago, our children—three of mine and three of his—ranged in age from six to twenty-two. “Just like the Brady Bunch,” people commented. “Except we don’t have the housekeeper,” I replied. “Or the dog.”

Until we did have the dog. We’d been married for five years when the pandemic struck. On one of those early awful days, my youngest came to me, clutching a picture, and made a declaration: “This is the dog of my heart.” I was decidedly not a dog person but felt desperate to ease the anxiety of the moment. “Don’t you already have enough things to love?” my oldest asked when he saw that I was actually considering it. I knew he was right. With so many obligations to children and other family members, I often had the feeling of being entirely used up. And yet, despite all the reasons to say no, I took in the pleading look on my youngest’s face. I may not have been a dog person, but I was definitely a kid person.

A few weeks later, I held Sunny, a three-pound cavapoochon in my arms. When, two weeks in, he began to vomit and lose weight, I went back and forth to veterinary emergency rooms, where there was no clear diagnosis. “I don’t think I can do this,” I confided to Bruce. During the day, I squirted tiny droppers of medicine into Sunny’s mouth. At night, I stayed awake with him, rocking him and trying to soothe him, increasingly sure that this was more than a non-dog person could manage.

When it was Bruce’s turn to stay up with Sunny, he held Sunny and sang Beatles songs to him. At the sight of this puppy in my husband’s arms, I felt a bittersweet stirring.

We’d never considered having a baby together, not really. I was forty-two when we got married. He was fifty-two. No matter how old we were, six kids were clearly enough. But even so, I had sometimes indulged the idea.

“What do you think it would be like if we had a baby?” I asked Bruce from time to time.

“If we did, all the kids could bond over how much they hate the new baby,” Bruce joked.

At my wistful expression, he grew alarmed. “Please tell me you’re not serious.”

I wasn’t. Of course, I wasn’t. Our commitment to the six we had was all-consuming. Bruce and I are close to each other’s kids, but we’re mindful not to overstep. All too aware of the pain of divorce and the complications of a blended family, we made the decision early on not to force togetherness, not to try to parent each other’s kids but rather to be steady, loving presences. We have engaged in a delicate balancing act of responsibilities and schedules, trying to ensure that no one feels slighted. Of the two of us, I have been the one more prone to worry about how, given the spread of our kids’ ages and interests, we could hold together the different parts of our family. Bruce has been the one to offer assurances that everyone was going to be fine, that it was okay to sometimes resort to a divide-and-conquer tactic to navigate the often-overlapping occasions and obligations.

This fantasy of a baby, I knew, was less a desire for an actual baby and more a wishful foray into an alternate reality in which our paths had crossed when we were younger. Our marriage had come after so many of the pivotal moments in our lives had taken place. Over the years, I’d showed Bruce my college pictures and the baby albums I’d made of my kids, wanting him to know who I’d once been. Those photos sometimes seemed to have been taken on the other side of a great divide: my before life, which was hard to connect to the one I now lived. Every photo, even the ones I love, bore a watermark in my mind.

It was the same feeling when I listened to stories from when Bruce was younger, or studied pictures of him in college and in the years beyond, as he went to medical school, moved to California, became a father—all the parts of his life when he was still in the state of becoming. When I gazed at those photos of his younger self, I felt a longing for him, my not-yet husband, my one-day husband. I wished I could draw closer to this version of him, but it felt impossibly out of reach, more like a past life than just the past.

That feeling only increased when, on Facebook, I scrolled past baby-faced wedding photos of college sweethearts still together decades later—they too might yearn for their past selves, but I envied the fact that it was a past they had shared together. What if, however improbable, I could rewind our lives back? What if my life, too, had progressed in this straight line? These questions picked at the scabbed wound of my divorce. I knew that even the wedding photos I gazed at contained more complicated stories; in most relationships, there were ruptures and transformations of every kind. I didn’t believe anymore in the idea of the straight, untrammeled line, but I struggled to fully shed its hold over me.

Slowly, over many weeks, Sunny stopped vomiting. We still had no explanation for what had been wrong, but he started to gain weight. His coat grew thicker. I stopped worrying about whether I was a dog person and started to work at my computer with Sunny on my lap, narrating what I was doing in the same high-pitched voice I’d once used with my children. We introduced Sunny to my stepson’s two dogs and began to refer to Sunny as their uncle. It became a family game to see which of us Sunny loved the most. When we entered the house in a group, we waited to see who would be the lucky one to receive the first ecstatic greeting. Among all the kids, it was a joke that Sunny was the favorite. When I gave my stepdaughter my Netflix password—a variation of the dog’s name—she laughed.

“Why am I not surprised?” she said.

“We all know you love Sunny the most,” my oldest chimed in.

“Of course we don’t,” I said.

“Of course we do,” Bruce insisted.

But in this rivalry, there was no real heat. Enough time has elapsed that no one worried about being eclipsed—not by Sunny and, more importantly, not by one another. It might not have looked like the Brady Bunch, with the appearance of a seamless blend, but the sense of fragility that I’d worried so much about is gone. Our family has taken on its own kind of solidity, built by patience, presence, and the passage of time.

It has become hard to remember a time we didn’t have this dog. Bruce and I talk about him incessantly, to the point that all six kids roll their eyes at our devotion, especially at our newfound practice of turning on Ms. Rachel to keep Sunny company when we leave him alone for a few hours. We joke about having a second and analyze whether Sunny would feel displaced.

In our small disagreements about dog-rearing, I see parts of Bruce that take me by surprise, never imagining that he, usually so resolute, would be the one swayed by a whimper or an outstretched paw. I didn’t know the part of him that would carry a dog home from a walk because Sunny looked a little tired or would be so smitten that he would slip Sunny a few more bites of cheese even when I’d declared that he’d had enough. This experience offers me a window into what it might have been like to parent together—both the pleasures and the frustrations. It isn’t the same as a child, I know, and neither are we the same people we were when our own kids were young. As much as I imagine what it might have been like had we somehow met at the beginning, I also know that we would never have fit together back then. We were not yet the people we would need to be to belong with one another.

As our kids have moved on to new stages—starting high school, going away to college, getting married, having babies of their own—I have become all too aware that Sunny is the one who will remain at home with us. Only when we are taking care of Sunny can time seemingly rewind—as if those old photos of Bruce can merge with the man before me now. And it’s not only Bruce’s younger self I catch a glimpse of, but my own. In taking care of this dog, it’s almost like I can reach across that divorce divide and become once again that young mother tending to her small children, with everything that is eventually going to happen still in the distant future.

I hadn’t realized how fully you could know a particular dog—how I would be able to decode the rise of his ears, the tilt of his head, the tone of a bark. I hadn’t known how wholeheartedly you could love a dog—or that watching my husband love the dog in this same all-consuming way could expand my love for both of them.

At night now, in our increasingly empty house, we text the kids good night. In the other room, my youngest, the only child still at home, is on the phone with friends. Sunny, who sleeps in our bed every night now, stretches out on top of me, his front paws on my chest, his dark eyes gazing into mine.

“You are the best dog in the world,” Bruce declares as he curls up beside us.

I put my arms around both of them. “Mommy and Daddy love our fluffy little baby,” I say.

It turns out that you can never have too many things to love.
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Max by Roxane Gay

I am not a dog person. When the subject of dogs comes up, I always insist upon sharing this information, as if not liking dogs is an indelible aspect of my identity. My brothers and I never had pets when we were growing up, no cats or dogs, neither fowl nor fish. For a triptych of reasons, I never developed an affinity for animal companions. One, my parents are Haitian, and Haitians, in general, have a very different cultural relationship to animals than Americans do. It’s a more practical, less permissive one. Two, my mother was, to put it mildly, a clean freak. Pets, and dogs in particular, represented everything she stood firmly against—unruly creatures shedding fur and drool across her pristine floors and beautifully curated furniture. And three, for most of my life I have had an abiding fear of dogs, which, it must be said, I came by honestly. When I was five, you see, Targa the German shepherd, in the house behind ours, jumped the fence and bit my ass. Forty-five years later, I don’t really remember the details of it, but still I tense up when I see a big dog, especially if it has pointy ears and a mischievous gleam in its eyes.

After that inciting incident, dogs were a terrible danger; I knew to steer clear. If I saw a dog ambling down the street, I crossed to the other side. I was never the type to stop, lean down, and pet a dog, or inquire about the dog’s name, or gush if a friend or coworker shared their favorite snapshots of a beloved pet. I also didn’t care for the ubiquitous strands and clumps of fur and the slobbering I often witnessed in movies and on TV when obscenely large dogs made their presence known through the shedding and drooling of excess biological matter.

When people introduced me to their dogs, I was polite but unmoved, and for whatever reason, those dogs seemed to sense my fear and dislike and immediately attach themselves to my side, rubbing their warm bodies against my legs, sitting beneath my seat at a dining table, following me around as if silently imploring me to recognize their willingness to serve as a living, breathing bridge from where I was to dog person. I was resolute in refusing their attention and affections and often bristled when people tried to force their dogs on me. The audacity, I thought. The absolute nerve!



Dog lovers, I have learned, are a unique breed. Some are… normal, reasonable people, and some are decidedly not. Some love dogs and appreciate canine companionship and are, perhaps, intense in their affection without being unreasonable. Some make loving dogs the whole of their personality and insist that you do the same. If you don’t, you are a problem, untrustworthy, suspect. And so many intense dog people insist on taking their dogs absolutely everywhere, which isn’t very fair to the dog in many instances. Whether it is a house of worship, grocery store, restaurant, café, airplane, or department store, dogs are absolutely everywhere. This isn’t inherently a problem except that not all dogs have the temperament for being absolutely everywhere, and for whatever reason, their humans are blithely unaware of this fact.

On social media, dog fanatics will often remark that dogs are too good for us, and we don’t deserve them simply because dogs are so adorable, so endearing, so perfect. Whenever I hear these statements, I wonder, “Who is ‘we’?” Perhaps I am not a dog person largely because I struggle with so much of our cultural rhetoric about dogs.



On my first date with my wife, Debbie, she made her love of animals clear. A week before we met, she had adopted two one-year-old cats, brothers named Theo and Lew. I am allergic to cats, but it was a first date and even though I really liked her and found her unbelievably hot, I didn’t assume I would be seeing her far enough into the future that the cats would be an issue. I told her Benadryl exists for a reason and set aside any cat-related concerns to enjoy our early courtship. On that date, she also shared that until recently, she’d had two elder dogs who had been in her life for a very long time, until they passed away within six months of each other.

These dogs, Scruffy and Duff, taught her how to love unconditionally, Debbie said, and were an integral part of her life. They slept in her bed. They had a caretaker when she was at work, though sometimes she took them to the office. When a former lover told Debbie she had to choose between them and the dogs, she chose the dogs. When walking was too painful for the dogs, she got the dog a stroller for daily perambulations. They were the center of her world, and I am certain she was the center of theirs. I listened and nodded and processed all of this, marveling at her capacity to love a dog. I filed the information under a category I call “white people things.” While I would try to tolerate her cats, I made it clear that we would never have a dog. Never, ever, ever. Living with such a creature was simply beyond my emotional bandwidth, my preference for a tidy home, and my discomfort with mammalian saliva.

At the beginning of the pandemic, Debbie and I decided, after a year and a half of dating, to live together. Given that I was based in Los Angeles and she was based in New York, we would be bicoastal, traveling back and forth between our homes. And then it was clear that there would be a shutdown, so I flew to LA, and Debbie was supposed to follow a few days later. I told her to bring a couple weeks’ of clothing because I was certain, so very certain, that everyone across the country would self-isolate until the virus, bereft of human hosts, went on its merry way. I was very wrong, but during those early days and weeks of isolation, I started thinking about getting Debbie a dog as a birthday present. For quite some time I had noticed how, whether we were walking down the street in either Manhattan or LA, she would stop if she encountered a dog and say, in a delightful lilting tone, “Doggie!” Her whole face would light up, and she would squat down and introduce herself to the dog before greeting the human, mostly to inquire as to the dog’s name.

The warmth and affection she expressed in each instance was incredibly charming. I was not a dog person, I reminded myself as I started doing research about dog stewardship, the best breeds for someone who is afraid of dogs, and the like. I understood myself well enough to know I wanted a puppy so we could get in on the ground level, and it had to be extra cute to chip away at my fears and misgivings. After a lot of consideration, I decided that if—and it was a very big if—we were going to get a dog, it would be a Maltipoo. I spoke with Debbie about this gift I was planning because just randomly showing up at home with a dog is… not a gift. I knew that even before surviving those challenging first months with a new puppy.



There is an app for everything, including finding new pets from ethical breeders (which I am not sure really exist). Despite my qualms, I downloaded the app and started swiping left or right on adorable puppies of many different breeds. I read about their personalities and parentage and looked at pictures of all the sweet little dogs just starting to figure out how to be in the world. I’m sure the stories were not entirely authentic—all about being raised with their littermates and parents on bucolic farms and ranches across the Midwest—but they were comforting. I felt quite a lot of guilt about not getting a rescue pup, but given my fears and lack of experience with a dog, I needed to set myself up for success.

Eventually, I settled on a puppy who was then named Baxter. He had a calm temperament, the app told me, and was energetic but not overly boisterous. He was apricot and tiny, and we could bring him home when he was eight weeks old. While we waited, we were interviewed by someone from the app to make sure we had a suitable home for the dog. We bought a soft crate to make him a nice sleeping situation. We bought gadgets. We bought stuffed toys. We bought plastic fencing to give him a large but contained play area. We bought him cozy blankets. We bought wee-wee pads. One thing I learned very quickly is that if you do not restrain yourself, dog stewardship can be very expensive. Every couple of days, the app would send us updated pictures, and though I am not a dog person, I have to admit this puppy was absolutely adorable—a ball of apricot fluff with big, bright eyes. I couldn’t wait to welcome him to his new home, and Debbie was simply beside herself with joy, which, in turn, made me even more excited.

On the day we were to meet Baxter (not his name anymore), he took a flight from his bucolic farm in Missouri to New York, where a pet taxi service ferried him to our doorstep. The driver double-parked and texted us to meet him outside, so out we went. It was a brisk fall day, and the driver brusquely handed us a small plastic kennel, then sped off mumbling something about having more deliveries to make. I peered inside the kennel, and curled up toward the back was a trembling little fluff ball staring out at us. Debbie immediately took him out and held him to her chest, and before long, he was licking her face. I was aghast at that part but thrilled that she seemed, instinctively, to know what to do.

We took the puppy inside and told him his name, one we came up with after a lot of internal deliberation: Maximus Toretto Blueberry Millman Gay. Maximus was for Debbie’s favorite poem, “Maximus, to Himself” by Charles Olson. Toretto was in honor of Dominic Toretto, from the Fast and Furious movies. One of our nieces suggested Blueberry, and then, of course, we appended our last name. There was an odd, pleasing symmetry to a tiny dog with a very big name.

Inside the house, Max was tentative. Debbie spent the entire first day at his side. Our cats lurked quietly, pretending to be incurious about this new interloper. Debbie laid out wee-wee pads and cuddled with him and gave him toys from her previous dogs. One of them, a stuffed snake of sorts, remains, five years on, his favorite. We call her his girlfriend and have named her Portia. I was nervous because he was so, so small and I didn’t want to do any harm. When I tried to hold him, he squirmed free and toddled back to Debbie, who reassured me that he was just getting his bearings. My fragile dog confidence shattered, but he was in good hands, so I let it be.

Puppies are adorable and they smell sweet and they’re a lot of fun, but they are also an astonishing amount of work. During Max’s first weeks with us, he was a pee monster. He would always pee adjacent to the wee-wee pad, as if that was where he was supposed to go. We followed him around with Nature’s Miracle, a magical spray that removes stains and smells. We took him on walks and stood outside urging him to pee, late at night. “Go potty, Max,” I would say sternly, and he’d stare at me, wagging his tale vigorously.

We set him up with a trainer, the same one who had trained Scruffy and Duff twenty years earlier. She was a no-nonsense middle-aged lesbian with a tidy haircut and far more patience for animals than people. On the very first day, she briskly shared that her primary job was training us, as Max’s caretakers, and I suppose she was right. Max took to her immediately. During their sessions, he was very obedient and charming. When Debbie and I tried to get him to do the skills he was learning, he completely ignored any commands we suggested unless he was in the mood and then, only maybe would he entertain us with reluctant obedience. Eventually, Max started to sit when we said, “Sit!” It was enough. To this day, we celebrate his sitting as though he has accomplished something truly extraordinary, and he beams at us, secure in the knowledge of his sitting prowess.

Max also took to the leash well, always trotting confidently ahead of anyone, literally anyone, holding the leash. If we couldn’t find him, all we had to do was jiggle the leash and he would come running. However, when we tried to put him in his large playpen, which was covered in wee-wee pads, he was not interested. He spent a few moments crying, then started manically circling until, like a velociraptor, he found a weakness in the fence and climbed up and out of the pen. Imagine our surprise when, one day, he showed up in the den across the hall. That was the end of the playpen and the beginning of making sure Max was always wearing his harness in the house, so we could try to suss out his location through echolocation because as he trotted to and fro it made a click-clacking sound.



While Max and Debbie were tightly bonded, I got it into my head, after three or four days, that Max didn’t like me. He didn’t let me hold him or cuddle with or kiss him, and he would growl at me in a low, terrifying way. He only weighed four or five pounds, but that growl was menacing. If I tried to pick him up, he would lunge toward Debbie for comfort. I am, secretly or not so secretly, a sensitive girl, so I took it personally. One day, as Max shunned me, I burst into tears. Debbie ran to my side, comforting me, asking me what was wrong. Through hiccups and tears I said, “He doesn’t want to be my friend! I thought dogs were supposed to be our friends.”

Debbie reassured me that Max was just bonded with her because of that first day and that we would find our way; I just had to be patient—not my strong suit. It was… not my best moment, but I worried I was so unlovable that not even this puppy could muster any affection for me. For most of my life, I yearned to feel chosen. I yearned for the kind of relationship where I was loved for who I am in the present rather than the idea of what I could be in the future if I changed some critical aspect of myself to satisfy someone else’s desires. Until I met Debbie, I had never known such a love, and then suddenly I did, and it was more fulfilling than I ever could have dreamed. When this little dog came along, another new kind of love opened itself up to me, but not necessarily during the early months. That would come later.

Despite Max’s indifference toward me, I took the responsibility of his care very seriously. When we walked and he shivered, I’d put him in my coat and essentially wear him to keep him warm. I was very invested in planning activities for him so he could get all the exercise he needed. We went with my in-laws to an apple orchard in the Catskills, and delighted by all the green space, he romped around in grass that was inches taller than him. At the bean on Long Island, he bravely ran alongside the water lapping onto the shore, shrieking when any of it touched his paws. Every day, he became more accustomed to our little family, and we got to know him better. Before long, he understood that he was the king of our little castle and our lives were designed to revolve around his. I found myself, when in New York, running across the street in the rain late at night to walk him under the scaffolding because he hates rain and will not tolerate it. I picked up his poo in brightly colored plastic bags and voluntarily carried it until I found an appropriate waste receptacle. I now know this is not remarkable, but at the time it was, because I had no prior dog experience.

He was, from day one, a reluctant eater. We made an appointment with our vet and she diagnosed Max as anorexic; she literally wrote it in his chart. I had no idea a dog could be diagnosed with an eating disorder. He wasn’t food motivated, she said, but his eyes were bright and his coat was shiny and healthy and his nose was moist, so she counseled us not to worry. Her counsel went unheeded.

I immediately threw myself into the project of getting Max to eat. I assiduously tracked his food, making notes on my phone about what did and did not interest him. I ordered him steaks. I grilled him chicken. I peppered his dog food with the cat treats he seemed to occasionally enjoy. I let him have cheese even though it made him gassy. We discovered, quite accidentally, that Max actually loves cat food, but cat food does not love Max. He also, briefly, developed a penchant for cat shit, but the details of that are best left unshared. And despite his disinterest in food, he grew to a robust nine pounds. He softened toward me. I started to understand him, because while he couldn’t talk, he is a very good communicator. I was not a dog person, I would stubbornly tell myself while picking him up and telling him what a very good boy he was. I was not a dog person.



Here are some things you should know about Max. Though he is a very small dog, he thinks he is a vicious predator of significant size. He will be placidly walking down the street, spy a massive dog—say, a Bernese mountain dog—and start barking ferociously, as if he and the massive dog are peers. Big dogs, bless their hearts, generally seem to know their size and power and understand that Max is a harmless little pup. They treat him accordingly, much to his chagrin. He also barks at people walking by our house, looking at our house, or daring to think about our house. He harbors a dark hatred of the mailman, and when we’re in Los Angeles and the mailman drops mail in the slot, Max barks at the slot and stands on his hind legs, jumping up and down as he tries to force himself into the mailbox to reach his sworn enemy.

Over the years, Max has developed more of an appetite, and if I am eating something, he has to have some of my food. He will not be denied. If I won’t allow him a bite, he stares at me plaintively, sadly lolling his tail from side to side. Eventually, he sighs, very dramatically, and slumps into a sulk, curling around himself like a croissant. It is quite a performance. He loves steak, hamburgers, chicken, pasta, rice, frosting, and hot dogs. He also loves most nuts, but I googled whether or not dogs can eat nuts and it is ill-advised.

He is obsessed with head and belly rubs. He is insatiable, in fact. When he is being ministered to in the ways he prefers, he goes slack and leans into it. When he is particularly satisfied, he starts panting in sharp little breaths, a wide smile on his face. He has many toys, and when they are new and he first pounces on them, he carefully and systematically removes their eyes, then he dissects them and removes most of the stuffing, and finally he removes the noisemaker and abandons the toy’s deflated husk because it is no longer of use. He loves wearing clothes and has a full wardrobe. I create alter egos for him different nicknames based on the ensembles. When I put Max in a chunky sweater, he is Connor, who mans a lighthouse in New England. When I put him in a flower-print shirt, he is Stan, a divorced father of two living in his own apartment for the first time. He also has many, many names and nicknames. Maximus. Max. The Maxinator. Maxi-poo. Maxi-poopoo. Stinky. Poopy. Poopy Butt. Mr. Poopy Buttinsky. Poopy Head. Mr. Poopy Papadopoulos. Fluffin. Fluffinator. Fluxin. Fluxinator. The list goes on and on.

My wife and I have composed a song or three, with a full complement of lyrics, and when we sing to him, Max dances happily. When he hears applause, Max assumes it is he, and only he being feted. He hates being left alone and will stand in the window, staring at us, as we walk away from the house, as if he is whispering, “I’m not mad; I’m disappointed you think you should leave the house without me.” He hates baths, and when I give him a bath, he gives me that same disappointed look, trembling dramatically, until I wrap him up in a fluffy towel. He is afraid of vacuums and is very angry when, while visiting my brother’s house, the Roomba comes out for a whirl. He is afraid of large black garbage bags and lunges at them, never getting too close, until the bag is removed from his sight. When I have to give him medicine, he carefully removes whatever we’ve used to disguise it and leaves the pill behind. He just… knows it’s there. It’s infuriating. It is charming.

When Max first joined our little family, I told my wife he would not be allowed to sleep in our bed. I was adamant. For the first two years, I held strong. I did. And then, one night, Max was sick, throwing up an alarming clear greenish-yellow liquid. I looked at him, limp and exhausted, and suggested that he should sleep with us. Three years on, he sleeps with us every night, generally at the foot of the bed, between our legs. He looks for the perfect spot and turns around and around and finally settles when he has found what he is looking for.



I have limited experience, but I can confidently say Max is a wonderful dog. He is smart. He is so sweet and loving. He gets along with everyone. When he barks at strangers, he only does so until they pet him, and then they are his friend. He is happiest when both Debbie and I are home—he believes in a two-dog-parent family. He loves my nieces, but when they carry him, he looks like he is being held hostage. He loves my parents but seems to understand that they, too, are not dog people and is extra gentle with them. Because we are bicoastal, and from early on we have always traveled back and forth across the country with him. He endures this patiently, if not crankily at times, and always charms the entire flight crew.

All of the things I have heard about dogs, I’ve discovered for myself in real time. They really do like to hide and bury their bones. Max scratches frantically at the rug or the couch or the comforter when he wants to nest and get comfortable. When he gets wet, he shakes himself dry. I’ve become an avid consumer of dog-related memes on social media and am often nodding at all the familiar things I now know, despite not being a dog person.

And, it turns out, Max does love me. He is obsessed with me, honestly, and the feeling is mutual. One day during his first year, I noticed that everywhere I went, Max followed. If I had to go to the bathroom, Max was there to provide an assist. If I stood from the couch, he jumped to attention. If he couldn’t find me, he started to whine almost silently, just a tinny squeak to let anyone within earshot know he was displeased. He stares at me with such adoration that sometimes I look away, because the love he has for me is so palpably genuine and unwavering. He trusts me unconditionally. When Debbie and I come home from an evening out and she opens the door, he zooms past her and jumps into my arms, licking me enthusiastically. Each time it happens, which is every single time I come home, I think, “Maybe I am not a dog person, but I am this dog’s person.”



[image: A line drawing of puggle dog, wearing protective booties on all four paws.]




Lola by Adriana Trigiani

I was a cat person before I was a dog person and became a cat and dog person when my daughter could not live for one more second without a dog.

She loved our cat, Smokey Renee, adopted from a shelter when she was three, but we felt our family was not complete without a dog. So, off we went to find our dog. We didn’t have any preferences, or a list of characteristics, or breed or background. We wanted to find the rescue dog who needed us, because our eleven-year-old daughter needed her.

There were snow flurries over New York City that afternoon. The sun was buried behind gray woolen clouds that hung low in the sky. The winding streets of Greenwich Village turned glittery and dreamlike in the snow, always a sign that something magical might happen. We had our fingers crossed as my husband, daughter, and I trudged toward Union Square. We were on our way to the Adoption Saturday event at Petco. It’s called Petco; it’s not short for Pet Company or Pet Corporation or Pet Cooperative. Just plain Petco. I hadn’t been in Petco since I bought a goldfish in 1996. The fish is long gone, but her empty bowl with the deep-sea diver that blows bubbles is on my kitchen shelf taking up space. I can’t bear to part with it.

“How do you walk a dog in the snow?” I asked.

My husband and daughter looked at me.

“A dog is an animal. They don’t mind snow,” my husband said.

“What if we get a dog and it doesn’t like the snow?” I asked.

They were quiet, until our daughter broke the silence with an observation. “I’m not sure you want a dog, Mom.”

“Not true. I’m just asking questions.”

“A dog can wear a coat,” my husband offered, “and shoes.”

“Are you serious?”

“Rubber shoes.”

I was a grown woman at that point and had never seen a dog in shoes. I’d seen city dogs in fur coats, carriers shaped like rocket ships, and collars that looked like they were festooned with real diamonds. But so far, no shoes.

As we entered Petco we were hit with summerlike warmth, if not downright tropical heat. It’s a jungle in there, with fish tanks, pens with puppies, boxes with kittens. Pet shops always smell like birdseed, and I don’t know what that crunchy stuff is on the floor. Sawdust? I looked for birdcages because I heard tweeting. I found the birds aloft in their cages, looking down on the dog adoption proceedings with disdain. I understood the judgment. On that particular day, the place was crammed full of potential dog parents. The adoptees had arrived from all over the country. Parents, like us; couples, not like us; and some singletons were milling around on the floor, looking a lot like speed daters in search of The One. I responded to the scene as I did when I threw myself into the dating scene fifteen years earlier. I began to sweat like an animal.

It was a circus—everywhere you looked, dogs of all sizes were performing, except the large dogs, who already knew not to expend too much energy on what might end up to be a fruitless venture. Most dogs were performing one-man shows, doing their best to look adorable and lovable. However, not all of the rescues were into the showmanship aspect of getting attention in order to be adopted. There were a few dogs who retreated into their cages and ignored the hoopla around them. Others entertained folks with barking and licking and frisky behavior.

We lined up behind potential owners to sign in. Our daughter squinted like a pirate through one eye as she read the room. She observed folks as they held the potential adoptees. She listened to their conversations. She was sizing up the potential owners as she sized up the dogs in need of homes. She was looking for the dog of her dreams. As a mother, my job was to read her.

There was a dog named Shirley of undetermined lineage. She was unlike any dog I had ever seen. She was shaped like a root beer barrel. Her coat was black and speckled with white, she had a pattern of black and white polka dots around the ears. She had a small pink tongue and a small head. She was eager and wiggly. Shirley was an upper.

Shirley seemed right out of a movie, like Asta from The Thin Man (different breed) or the dog in the Our Gang series with the Target logo over his eye. Shirley was in show business—undiscovered perhaps, but on the verge of stardom. She had that thing—the ability to reel us in. I loved her name. I thought of Shirley Booth, Shirley Temple, Shirley the mother on The Partridge Family. I was all in. I thought, Shirley could turn me into a dog person.

I waited and put our name on a list for Shirley as our daughter worked the room, going from cage to cage to observe the dogs. I was marveling at how she gave every rescue her attention when a very nervous dog caught my eye. She was brown, with long ears and an expression that said, “Does anybody have an antacid?” It was my first lesson in dog mothering: Dogs say more with their expressions than human beings do with language.

I looked at the dog and made eye contact. I tried to emote, I understand how you feel, sis. There are too many people in here and not enough dogs. It’s like being a woman comedy writer in a room full of men. No appreciation for who you really are, and what you have to offer.

Our daughter was captivated by the sad-eyed dog. She stood patiently in line to hold her.

I leaned down to share my first impression. “She looks depressed.”

“You don’t know that, Mom.”

“Those eyes. She’s sad.”

“You would be sad too if no one wanted you.”

“She has a long line.” I looked around. “I mean, before you got here.”

I read the dog’s vitae tied to the cage on a note card.


NAME: HARLEY

FEMALE

RESCUED IN EAST TENNESSEE

FRIENDLY WITH CHILDREN AND CATS

AGE: 3 TO 6



My husband rested his face on my shoulder and read along with me.

“This dog is middle-aged,” I said.

“They don’t know for sure. They’re just guessing.”

“Don’t we want a younger dog?” I asked him.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. She’ll have more energy. She’ll live longer. Think about the dog like a second wife. When I’m gone, wouldn’t you want a little pep?”

“It’s a dog, not a wife,” my husband said. He moved off to take another look at Shirley the root beer barrel.

My daughter waited patiently in the line to hold Harley. A couple, two men, nattily dressed, were fussing with the sad-eyed dog, trying to improve her mood. She wasn’t having it. Our daughter stood by, but I could see she was about to break in and take Harley from their arms. She has that kind of determination.

I stepped away to lean against the counter. I needed a break. This was all too confusing and noisy. Truthfully, the desperation in the room was beginning to get to me. The dogs were great actors, and the competition among the potential owners was palpable. I would not be able to handle this scene emotionally unless every dog went home with a good family. I realized that I wasn’t cut out for this. My heart hurt. My daughter looked over at me. I gave her a big smile, but it was fake, as though I was smiling while being stabbed from behind.

“She’s a puggle,” a well-groomed man who smelled like Tom Ford after a spring rain said to me.

“Harley?”

“Yes. She’s a combination of beagle and a pug,” he answered. “Is everything all right?”

I thought I had a smile plastered to my face that exuded warmth, but evidently, I was scaring people, fooling no one. So, I admitted, “I’m a little overwhelmed. I don’t know much about dogs.”

“What would you like to know?”

“I don’t know. Like how to take care of them.” Did I sound defensive?

“You feed them, walk them, and love them.”

“So, it’s like being married without the walking part.”

The attractive, deliciously scented man with straight white teeth and short black hair brushed to the side nodded.

“What do you think of Shirley?” I asked.

“She’ll go fast,” he said confidently.

I made a face. “We’re third on the list for her. How do you know Shirley will go fast?”

“It’s a thing,” he replied before extending his hand. “I’m Chad.”

“I’m new at this. Do you have any advice for me?”

The number eleven furrowed between Chad’s eyebrows. This man had better eyebrows than any woman I’d ever seen, or any man; as fine as Robert Taylor’s in Waterloo Bridge. Robert Taylor had better eyebrows than Vivien Leigh in that movie, and that’s a near impossibility.

“I think you’re making too much of this. You can’t go wrong with a dog,” Chad said.

“I can see so many ways this could go wrong. What if she’s miserable when we get her home? What if she doesn’t get along with our cat?”

“Look for the tags that say cat-friendly. Harley is cat-friendly.”

Every rescue had a tag on his or her cage. I found the furry speed dating approach dizzying. Many of the dogs were cat-friendly, but how could we be sure? “This is overwhelming.”

“The sponsor will come and pick up the dog. No questions asked.”

“This sounds too good to be true.”

“Rescues are loyal and love you if you love them. They can even love you more than you love them, and they know it and they’re still loyal. For me, a dog makes a house a home. They’re happy to see you when you walk in the door. You’ll see. They exhibit the best of human traits without having the burden of being human. Rescue dogs are grateful. They know you did something kind by taking them home and they won’t forget it. They think any food you feed them is the most delicious thing they’ve ever eaten.”

“It sounds like my family has been missing out.”

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Chad smiled.

“I didn’t think rescuing a dog was a spiritual exercise,” I joked. But Chad didn’t think it was funny.

“Of course it’s spiritual. They have souls and they connect to yours.” Chad pointed across the room to a couple holding a terrier. “See those two? They want the Norwich terrier because he’s small and cute. But look at his eyes. He knows that couple is way too old to adopt him. He wants to be walked six times a day. He wants to run in the park. He wants to be with a family with kids.”

The couple handed the terrier off to a boy behind them in line. The dog came alive, licking the boy’s face.

The boy laughed and smiled. “Can we have him, Mom?”

“I think he likes you.” She grinned.

“See,” Chad said. “That’s how it works.”

“They know. The dog does the choosing.”

“Now, you’re getting it,” Chad said.

My husband joined us. “So far, our kid loves the process.”

“That’s a good sign.” Chad extended his hand to my husband. “I’m an adoption coordinator.”

“Chad is walking me through the process.”

“There’s no pressure. We want the owner and the dog to find each other.”

Chad was pulled away by prospective dog parents while my husband and I observed our daughter.

Our name was called out by the young man in charge of Shirley. We motioned for our daughter to join us.

“Looks like you’re up,” he said. “You’re next on the list. Would you like to adopt Shirley?”

“Yes,” I said.

My husband turned to our daughter.

“I don’t think she’s mine,” she said.

“What do you mean? Look at her. Shirley has energy. She’s high-octane! She’s happy!” I was selling too hard.

“I don’t think she’s mine,” she said again.

“Okay, I’ll go to the next family on the list,” the young man said.

“Are you sure?” I asked my daughter.

“I’m sure. I’m going to keep looking.” She went back out into the fray.

“I can’t believe she passed on Shirley. She’s going to go with that depressed-looking dog named after a motorcycle dynasty,” I complained.

“You can veto,” my husband reminded me.

“I’m the one who never had a dog. Can you tell which dog would be a good fit for us?”

“Not sure.”

Our daughter ran toward us.

“Looks like we have a decision.” My husband smiled.

“I would like to adopt Harley,” she announced.

I looked over at Harley, who looked back at me. Great. Another moody woman in the house. “Are you sure?” I asked my daughter.

She nodded.

“Is she your destiny?” I asked.

“For sure. She came so far and we found each other. I was afraid those old men would adopt her, but she didn’t choose them.”

I was about to tell my daughter that those old men were all of twenty-eight, but what did it matter now?

My daughter went on, “She chose me.”

“Do you think she’ll get along with Smokey?”

“The card says she likes cats and children. That’s what we have at our house.” She shrugged. “One of each.”

“Let me get Chad.”

“But I don’t want Chad. I want Harley.”

“Chad’s a human. He’s the boss.”

I waved to Chad, who joined us. “Our daughter is interested in adopting Harley.”

“Wonderful. May I have your paperwork?”

I handed Chad the documents. “It was easier to get a passport than adopt a rescue.”

“We want to be sure,” Chad said as he looked over the paperwork. “Where you live is important. Who you live with is everything.”

Chad handed me a report about Harley. They weren’t sure how old she was but she was from Kingsport, Tennessee. She’d had a litter of puppies, and one died in infancy. She lived on a farm and liked fried chicken. Dogs had more in common with people than I realized. Their identity is the family they come from, the one they create (or not) and what they like to eat define them as much as their breed.

Our daughter came toward us, leash in hand, Harley bounding behind her.

“Harley has pep. Not as much as Shirley, but more than I thought she had,” I observed.

“I’ll need you to sign off.”

I handed the paperwork to our daughter. “You sign first. She’s your dog. Then I will sign.”

Our daughter signed her name. I signed. I made my husband sign too.

“Before you go, I have something for you,” Chad said as he went behind the counter.

“Do you think they give us free food for a month?” my husband joked.

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

Chad returned with a small bag. He handed it to my husband, who looked inside. “Oh great. Thank you.”

“She’s used to the warm weather.” Chad grinned.

My husband pulled a package of red rubber shoes out of the bag.

“I’ll put them on her,” our daughter insisted. She knelt and slipped the shoes onto Harley’s paws. Chad shook my husband’s hand and went off to help another family.

“She’s not a Harley,” our daughter decided. “She’s a Lola.”

“Lola. A sultry name for an unsultry dog,” I joked.

“Mom. She can hear you.”

“The sooner she gets used to me, the happier she will be.”

“No kidding.” My husband laughed.

We went to the door, and the cold breeze felt good after being inside for so long. The snow was coming down hard. The lazy flakes now had a purpose, they were turning our little world into a winter wonderland.

Lola stood back, afraid of the snow.

Our daughter knelt down next to her and explained that it was just water that froze in the clouds—snow couldn’t hurt her. She looked up at my daughter with her sad brown eyes, and for the first time that afternoon, Lola didn’t seem depressed. She appeared to be a scientist or a philosopher assessing a situation for which she had no experience.

We walked out onto the sidewalk. I took my husband’s arm on one side while our daughter took the other. Our daughter managed the leash, with Lola keeping up. It was as natural as it was when our daughter learned how to walk. As we made our way home, the puggle with sad eyes and long ears and short legs seemed to like her new neighborhood. She looked around, curious at the taxicabs that whizzed by and the bus that blared its horn. Lola was intelligent.

All these years, I never had a dog and I didn’t know what I was missing exactly. I had opinions on the matter. It seemed that dog people were the kind of folks you saw in beer commercials tossing Frisbees on the beach. The kind of people who have season tickets to the Mets. The kind of people who never miss a Giants game. The same people who never miss the Rolling Stones when they’re touring through. The kind of people who probably would have voted for Teddy Roosevelt and then for his cousin Franklin. Easygoing. Unflappable. Cool. A dog person is someone who first and always loves dogs. A dog person treasures connection and brings humans together. A dog person is open to the possibilities that come from loving an animal that needs you and loves you back. And now, after a lifetime of not being one, I was a dog person. It looked like the dog in the red shoes would make our lives better.

“Hey, nice shoes,” a handsome young man with his hands buried deep in his pockets said as we passed him.

“Thank you!” our daughter called out.

We climbed the steps to the front door of our old house. My husband turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open. Smokey was waiting on the other side. She took one look at Lola and skedaddled up the stairs.

Our daughter removed Lola’s red shoes and leash. Lola took off up the stairs after Smokey. We jumped out of our shoes and followed them. We found Lola chasing Smokey around in a circle. The dog was barking and the cat was furious. I picked up Smokey, while my husband lifted Lola up. Face to face, we introduced our cat to our dog.

“You two have a lot in common,” my husband said. “You’re rescues.” He nuzzled Lola close while Smokey clawed my shoulder, hoping to climb over it and jump off. I held her tightly.

“You’re lucky,” my husband said.

“Dad, you don’t get it.” My daughter helped Lola to the floor while Smokey looked down from her perch on my shoulder. “We’re the lucky ones.”
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Alvin by Jodi Picoult

As in so many doomed relationships, I met Alvin on the Internet.

Let me preface this mutt meet-cute by saying that my husband Tim and I were dog snobs. By that I mean that we’d never owned anything but a purebred. As a child, I’d had a cairn terrier so in love with my father that she used to pine for him daily at the front door like a war widow, waiting for him to come back from work. Tim had grown up with English cocker spaniels. When we got married, we had a stream of very good boys—English cockers, then English springers. We’d never entertained the thought of a rescue pup until one weekend in Provincetown. Our two springers, Dudley and Ollie, were at home with our dog sitter, Chelsea, who also worked for our veterinarian. Tim and I sat on the steps of a coffee shop as the sun beat down on our bare arms and legs. A man jogged up to the café with an adorable dog—one that looked part Jack Russell terrier, part Chihuahua, and part Bernie Sanders. He came bounding toward us, tongue lolling, and stopped like a perfect gentleman one foot away, as if he were completely aware of how cute he was and how badly we both wanted to pet him.

We chatted with his owner, who told us that the dog was about two years old and that he’d gotten him from Adopt-a-Pet.com. Then the man went in to get an Americano, his well-behaved shadow at his heel. I could swear the dog winked at us just before the door closed behind him.

Honestly, he made our springers look like remedial high school seniors.

Fast forward to a week later, when we were home with our two dim-witted dogs. When my husband wasn’t looking, I was poring over the Adopt-a-Pet site. Was it insane to have three dogs and three kids in one house? Yes. Was it my civic duty to save a puppy from a kill shelter? Also yes. I imagined myself with a platypus of a pup, one that looked like he had been designed by a committee rife with infighting. I pictured the bumper sticker on my car: I didn’t rescue my dog, he rescued me. I was all about equality and justice and a fair chance for all. Shouldn’t my pets reflect that?

I finally got the courage to tell my husband about my furtive web searches. He turned his desktop screen toward me so I could see the page he was scrolling. Adopt-a-Pet.

Convinced this was a sign, I doubled down on my search for the perfect third dog, and finally found one aesthetically ideal—black and white, to match our springers and the Holstein in our yard. He was located in Maine, a short drive from our house. I submitted our application, and was contacted by the breeder. We agreed on a time when we would drive up and take the puppy home.

A few days before the appointment, the breeder called back, stumbling over an apology. Somehow, a mistake had occurred, and two families had been promised the same dog. The tiny bundle of joy we’d already bought a crate and toys for had been picked up by someone else.

Considering that I’d never set eyes on this puppy, my devastation was outsized. How could I miss a dog I didn’t even know? The only activity that made me feel better was scrolling the adoption website again. That’s when I found Alvin.

He’d been found in Mississippi with his brother underneath an overturned barbecue grate, starving and disease-ridden. The person who discovered them brought them to a woman in the neighborhood who was a vet tech, who in turn brought them to work and nursed them back to health. The dogs were slated to go to a kill shelter, unless they were adopted.

Let me be clear: This was a rebound relationship. I was devastated by the loss of the puppy I already had considered mine. Alvin was tiny and the image was grainy, and I knew nothing about his personality… but he was black and white. Surely that was a sign?

Reader, I adopted him.

On the day we picked him up from the rescue van that held about twenty Southern puppies on their way to freedom, I was struck by two things: how small he was, and how ugly. Alvin looked like a drowned rat, and was about that big. His ears were as flat as lasagna noodles and shaped like two triangles tacked on haphazardly. His eyes focused in two different directions. He had a thumbprint spot on the top of his head that looked like the spot where he might have been plugged into whatever alien pod he’d come from.

He grew, but that was relative. He would never be the size of our springers, but he also would never be shaped quite right—he resembled a backward cone, and could easily slip his pinhead through any collar. He was the dog equivalent of Napoleon—small, but with imperious energy. He refused to sleep in a crate (or on the floor) unless it was on a fluffy pink mat. Only pink. Then he insisted on double the mats, like he was a one-man performance of The Princess and the Pea. My daughter used to have to sit on the floor when we fed him, picking the chicken bits out of his kibble and hand-feeding it to him, because God forbid he touch the grainy stuff. We once bought him a five-dollar crystal candy dish at an antiques market to be his dog bowl; he looked at his food and then at us as if to say, It’s about time.

Every month, he and my husband would have a standoff as Tim struggled to get him to eat his heartworm pill. For the other dogs, you could toss the pill in midair and they’d swallow it without incident. (To be fair, they likely would have swallowed a rock, too. Remedial high school seniors, remember?) For Alvin, Tim tried to hide the pill in peanut butter, turkey roll-ups, beef broth. Alvin would spit it out without fail. Tim cooked steak and cut a slit with a knife and hid the pill; Alvin ate the steak and left the pill in the bottom of his dish. Tim ground up the pill and cooked an omelet, sprinkling the powder with the cheese inside. Alvin somehow opened up the omelet, ate the eggy bits, and left the corrupted parts behind.

To say he was smart was an understatement. We installed a little bell by the door to train the dogs to ring if they wanted to go out. Our two springers were utterly clueless. Alvin mastered it in a matter of hours. For years, not only did he swat the bell when he needed to go outside—he also would swat it when his dumber canine brothers wanted to go out, and then he would look up at us with reproach because we hadn’t noticed. If Dudley or Ollie were on the other side of the glass door, patiently waiting to be let in, Alvin would swat the bell just to get our attention. Cretins, he seemed to be saying, pay attention. (Suffice it to say that he was training us as much as we were training him.) He also used that bell to create a distraction. He’d ring it, get the other dogs barking as if there were something thrilling outside like a deer or the FedEx guy, and then when they went racing through the door, Alvin would mosey over to whatever dog bed they had been occupying that he wanted for himself.

There was no question that Alvin suffered our existence. In this, I used to say he was probably a cat in a dog’s body. He would spend hours stretched along the back of the couch like he was at Command Central, monitoring what was happening in the front yard. If we decided to show him some affection—a kiss on the nose, a belly rub—he would take his little paw and shove us away. Once, as a joke, Tim bought the tiniest cat bed and brought it home for Alvin, who was clearly too big for it. Instead, he gave a look of utter disdain and curled up like a doughnut, cramming himself in its confines.

When I first adopted Alvin, I took to social media to find his brother-under-the-grill a home, too. Several years after Alvin moved in with us, a fan of my books wrote to say that she had adopted Alvin’s brother. She lived in Portland, and I was going there on book tour—did I want to meet him? Of course I said yes, if only to see if there were two dismissive, elitist dogs in this universe. To my surprise, when I met Alvin’s brother—he was just a dog. He was easily ten pounds heavier and a half foot taller than Alvin, making me wonder if some of Alvin’s attitude came from getting the short end of the stick in utero. Alvin’s brother bounced around and barked, he lolled his tongue, he rolled on his back to be scratched. It made me realize that as aggravating as Alvin was, he was one of a kind. And he was ours.

Like many other rescue dog owners, we decided to do a DNA test to see what Alvin was. We expected to see beagle in the mix because of the way he yipped and howled when he saw a deer. We did not expect to see Russian wolfhound, given that Alvin (a) was a small dog and (b) looked nothing like a Russian wolfhound—but at least it explained his innate hauteur.

Alvin never really bonded into a pack with his older brothers. We’d find him out in the front field with our steer, Jello, chewing on grass as if he too were a thousand-pound bovine, completely confident in his ability to boss around the Holstein. Maybe it was for this reason that Tim and I, in a remarkable failure to learn a lesson the first time, adopted another rescue mutt. Harvey was a potcake from Turks and Caicos, with the muddied features of a Doberman/rottweiler/German shepherd and the temerity of a marshmallow. We had walked him while visiting Potcake Place, a wonderful facility run by Jane Parker-Rauw that sends the unending supply of feral island dogs home to be domestic pets. Harvey was timid and hid under beach chairs. Where most dogs came in with a litter, he was alone. We were drinking piña coladas in our hotel hot tub on our last night of vacation when I looked at Tim and said, “No one’s going to adopt Harvey. He’s going to go ‘to the farm’ and you know what that means.” (Note: I actually had no idea what it meant.) Tim just looked at me and shook his head. Finally he said, “Well, if I’m going to be taking care of this dog for the next fifteen years, you can be the one to go get it.” I ran down the highway in a bathing suit and flip-flops, burst into the rescue center two minutes before closing, and asked if it was too late to adopt Harvey.

We now had four dogs, one of which was terrified of doorways. But to my surprise, although Alvin never buddied up with our older springers, he and Harvey hit it off. In retrospect I think it was because Alvin was a cult leader just ripe for a devoted follower, and Harvey was too scared to make any decisions for himself. What ensued were years of the two of them playing together, with Alvin as the mastermind and Harvey as the thug. Alvin would suss out the approaching FedEx truck and tear to the end of the driveway, yipping, with Harvey hot on his heels. While Alvin was just a loud annoyance, Harvey terrified people, because he looked like a Doberman—leading my husband to put a fence the entire way around our property, like a maximum security prison. Alvin would get Harvey going, and then turn and sashay away, leaving Harvey growling at the gate at a terrified man delivering a package. The FedEx truck would peel away in a storm of dust, and Harvey would look around for his friend, bewildered.

When Dudley and Ollie died two years apart, I was grateful that Alvin had a partner in crime. He grew older, his black snout threaded with white. He developed an intermittent cough that sounded like a cat hacking up a hair ball. He yelped when his back ached and refused to take the chondroitin, even when Tim served it in beef Wellington under a silver dome.

Chelsea, our dog sitter, texted us one day when we were visiting my son in Washington, DC. Alvin had a cough, she said. We texted back saying that Alvin always had a cough. She said, yes, she knew that, but something was different. The day after we got home, we took Alvin to the vet for a checkup. Dr. Heitzman told us that he had a tumor in his lung. He wasn’t in pain, but he also wasn’t going to live for more than a couple of weeks.

We all mourn for our lost dogs, whose lifespan is not nearly long enough for the love we have to give them. But it is a strange thing to face the death of a dog that barely tolerated you. Every time Alvin coughed, I found myself scrutinizing him to see if that particular smoker’s hack sounded different than the last. I made sure he ate every last bit of hated kibble. But a week went by, and then a month, and then three. Maybe, I thought, the vet had overreacted. If any dog was going to buck the system, it was Alvin.

My husband does archaeology work for the state of New Hampshire, and he went away on a dig that summer, leaving me with the dogs for two weeks. One steamy afternoon, I was sitting on the porch reading with Harvey and Alvin beside me. Alvin tipped onto his side, his rib cage rising and falling like a bellows. His eyes were glued to mine as he sucked in air.

It was Friday, four thirty p.m. The vet closed at five for the weekend. I called, and Chelsea answered the phone. I told her that Alvin was having trouble breathing and she asked if I wanted to bring him in. To put him down, she meant, although she didn’t say it out loud.

I had never been the one to bring our dogs to the vet. It was always my husband. I said I’d keep an eye on him through the weekend.

But twenty minutes later, I just knew. For all that Alvin had spurned us his entire life, he was relying on us for a good death.

By the time I called back, the vet had left to bike home. Chelsea said she would call him, and minutes later I was in the car speeding to the office, with Alvin in the front seat beside me. Alvin, predictably, had always hated going to the vet (likely thinking, “He should come to me.”) and as I lifted him out of the car, he was shaking like a leaf.

Dr. Heitzman met us at the car in his clip-in shoes and biking jersey. “Let’s give him something to relax,” he said, and he gave Alvin an injection as the dog scrabbled in my embrace. Within seconds, Alvin had calmed, curling against me, his breathing still labored.

Chelsea came out of the office holding a bright rainbow quilt, which she spread beneath the shade of a tree. I sat down on it, wondering how many other people had done the same to say goodbye, and if grief was, by now, woven into the fabric. Dr. Heitzman knelt beside me, asked if I was ready, and then gave Alvin another shot that would stop his heart.

As Alvin’s eyes closed, he burrowed tight against me in utter trust. He was more affectionate in the last moments of his life than he’d been in the previous twelve years of it. And somehow, that was enough.

This ridiculous, disdainful dog who had suffered through our companionship and judged us for a decade only to find us lacking… had ripped the seams of my heart.

The vet held a stethoscope under Alvin’s knobby little arm. “He’s gone,” Dr. Heitzman said softly as I cried. He put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “He was a good boy.”

At that, I looked at Chelsea—who, like me, knew Alvin well. A laugh bubbled through my tears. “He was not a good boy,” I corrected.

The vet looked stricken. “That’s what they tell us to say,” he confessed.

The truth is that we love our dogs not just for who they are, but sometimes in spite of it. Not all dogs are angels. Some climb on the table and stick their heads inside the Thanksgiving turkey before your family sits down to eat. Some rip the stuffing out of the brand new three-thousand-dollar sofa. Some bite the cable guy who’s finally come to fix your TV (although, to be fair, you may have dreamed of doing so yourself). Dogs might be difficult or demanding or infuriating or exasperating, but that doesn’t mean they’re not cherished. When they leave us, the antics that used to make us tear our hair out are the same ones we miss the most.

Oh, what I’d give to have Alvin put his paw on my chest and push me away, just one more time.

The day after Alvin’s death, and for weeks after that, Harvey wandered the house like the walking wounded, looking for his friend. Eventually, we decided to get him a playmate. Stanley is a springer spaniel. (Although we never verbalized this, I think my husband and I realized that we couldn’t get another rescue, because nothing could replace Alvin.) Stanley is the sweetest puppy we have ever owned. He looks at Tim as if he is staring into the face of God. He talks to us when he wants someone to throw his ball or go outside. He snuggles and he likes to climb up on our laps, although he weighs forty pounds. He’s smart, and I’m pretty sure he understands English.

Yet in spite of the fact that we tried to train him for weeks, Stanley never mastered the art of ringing that bell to go outside.

Somewhere, Alvin’s looking down at us—or maybe up—and rolling his eyes.



[image: A line drawing of a dog resembling a poodle mix, with a flower on its head, looking cheerful.]




Olivia by Isabel Allende

In the early 1900s, John McNear, an ambitious sailor from Maine, bought 2,500 acres in a rural sector north of the Bay Area, in California. Over time, his descendants divided the land and sold it to developers, and what had previously been a large ranch became an extension of the town of San Rafael. We bought a plot on top of the hill, with a stunning view of the bay and of San Francisco in the distance, where my then-husband Willie set out to build the house of his dreams, a replica of the House of the Spirits in my first novel, as he imagined it. The realtor warned us that McNear had been seen more than once on the hill, but Willie didn’t believe in dead people wandering around, and for me, it was an incentive. A ghost would add charm to the property.

Our dog, Olivia, encountered the ghost of McNear on several occasions during her long stay with us. She disliked him bitterly, as befitted her temperament; she didn’t easily tolerate most humans or animals. Sometimes McNear appeared by the pool, usually after sunset, resting on one of the lounge chairs. We knew he was around because Olivia, who was normally a very quiet dog, would have a fit; she barked and growled, her hair standing on end. On those nights, she would be too wired to sleep on the bench at the foot of our bed; she lay down between us with her head on the pillow. I liked her warmth, her doggy smell, the sound of her gentle snoring, and so did Willie.

McNear rarely came into the house. As I remember, he got trapped in the elevator only once. That morning I’d gotten up at dawn, as I usually do, and I noticed that Olivia didn’t follow me to the kitchen. She was always at my heels. I put on the coffee, called her several times, and then I went looking for her. Moments later, Willie joined me in his pajamas. We searched the house and finally found her on the ground floor, her nose pressed against the elevator door.

Someone was in there. We could hear moaning, which, according to my husband, was not human; it was a water pipe. He shook the door and pressed the buttons just to do something—he completely lacked any mechanical skill—but the elevator was stuck between the two floors.

At that point, my mother came out of her room. First thing in the morning, disheveled and with eyes swollen from sleep, she looked as pretty as always. Beauty was her trademark, a gift that she didn’t appreciate because, in her generation, people assumed that a lovely face was naturally compensated by a sheep’s brain. Big mistake, she was scary smart.

My mother put her ear to the door, and it took her only a few seconds to identify the cause of those noises and to determine that it was a tortured soul. Willie cursed under his breath. McNear again! The old man was part of our lives. He was the excuse for everything: A skunk walked into the kitchen, McNear had opened the door; the keys were misplaced, McNear had hidden them; flooding in a bathroom, McNear had turned on the faucet.

Although that morning Willie insisted on finding a rational explanation for the moaning, I called the maintenance company because it was obvious that there was someone inside the elevator. My mother said that tortured souls could move through walls, but maybe sometimes they got trapped in close spaces. By then, Olivia was in such a state of excitement that I feared she would have a heart attack, but I couldn’t drag her away.

Eventually, a technician showed up and was able to move the elevator and open the door. McNear slipped away discreetly in his ectoplasmic state, and only Olivia saw him. She pursued him across the house all the way out into the garden, barking furiously.

This incident prompted my son, Nico, who is not prone to magical realism—he has a pragmatic mind and a skeptical temperament—to carve a heavy wooden sign that he hung by the door. It reads: The House of the Spirits.



During the construction of our house, McNear appeared once, sitting on a pile of bricks and causing a stampede among the workers, but by the time Willie got there, he had vanished. They described him as an old man with a white beard, dressed in an odd-looking black suit. They knew he was not human because after a minute or so, he disappeared in a brushstroke of fog. It took a couple of years to finish the project, and the result was a beautiful Mediterranean villa in a Tuscan style. It had only two floors, but we installed an elevator for my elderly mother. It was painted an orangey melon color, and we hired a talented young woman—eight months pregnant—who climbed on a ladder and distressed the house inside out to make it look weathered and old. She threw stains on the walls, oxidized the iron railings with acid, and beat the wooden doors with a hammer, while the neighbors watched open-mouthed.

It was during that time that Olivia came to us. I was returning from an exhausting book tour in Australia when the phone rang in the kitchen. It was someone from the Humane Society to announce that they had a dog for me. I had put my name on a list for adoption almost a year prior, so by then, I had almost forgotten about it. I left the luggage at the door, got in my car, and drove at full speed to meet the dog that heaven had sent me.

Behind the counter, curled up on a blanket, was a medium-sized furry black female dog. I tried to touch her and she showed me her teeth but didn’t move.

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked. “She seems to be in bad shape.”

“She’s way better now. She had surgery a couple of weeks ago,” I was told.

“What kind of surgery?”

“She had a few broken bones.”

“Why? How did that happen?”

“We don’t know, she might have been hit by a car. She was found in the street.”

“I hope she wasn’t brutally abused,” I said.

“She is very skittish. She’s had some hard times, but she’ll recover completely with love and care,” the lady at the Humane Society assured me.

“I think I can do that,” I replied.

I signed the forms and paid the nominal fee. They informed me that the dog was probably a couple of years old, and she was a purebred Tibetan terrier.

“May I call you Olivia?” I asked the dog. “We will be companions from now on, so we have to trust each other. I will never, never hurt you, okay?”

She looked at me with her big brown eyes, and it seemed to me that she wagged her tail slightly, but she didn’t get up. She was still in a lot of pain. Two kind volunteers picked her up in the blanket and carried her to my car. I drove home with tears falling down my cheeks, tears of compassion for poor Olivia with her broken bones and broken heart, and gratitude because she was now in my life.



Willie and I were married for twenty-eight years. We shared many good times and many sorrows. He lost two children to drug-related causes, and I lost my daughter Paula to a rare condition called porphyria. Few couples survive the death of a child; we soldiered through two such tragedies, but the third one broke us. In the beginning, I had been so in love with Willie that no obstacle seemed insurmountable, but many years had gone by since then, and I was tired. I had been trying to save our relationship for what seemed like a very long time. I felt that I was rowing alone in a boat that was taking in water through several holes; my husband had let go of the oars.

One Sunday in March of 2015, we had a special session at home with the therapist. We usually saw him on Thursdays, but the situation required urgent measures because I had packed a suitcase and was ready to leave forever. Only Olivia stopped me; she was very old and didn’t take changes in her routine too well. I could not abandon her, and it would be very hard for her to leave her familiar territory. On that morning, Willie and I finally agreed in therapy that we needed to move forward: Divorce was inevitable.

First, we separated bedrooms. Willie moved to the first floor, and I stayed upstairs. Poor Olivia, confused, didn’t know with whom to spend the night and ended up lying on the stairs with a funerary expression. Willie suggested that we divide the house and continue living together, given that we were such good friends, but I knew that would not solve our problems; it would be too similar to the situation we already had. Yes, we were good companions; if I had renounced the idea of being a couple, maybe we could have stayed together comfortably. Why didn’t I? Because I am a hopeless romantic.

I offered to help Willie look for a new place. We had coffee at a bakery, we walked Olivia in the park, and then we visited several properties. He told me that he wasn’t making plans for the future, he would take it slowly, one day at a time, adjusting to this new life, and he was not worried because he had been alone for several years before we met and he enjoyed it. He found a suitable house and a few days later he moved out.

That night I slept soundly in the House of the Spirits, accompanied by Olivia and McNear’s ghost.



Several months after Willie and I divorced, Olivia died. She left this world in a peaceful and dignified manner, in our arms. She was around seventeen years old, a respectable age for a terrier; she had a tumor in the heart and her kidneys were failing.

When there was no hope for a cure, Willie came to my house. We were together when the vet, a woman with a warmhearted expression and a halo of white hair, arrived. She hugged us and explained that while this was very difficult for us, it would be very easy for Olivia. Helping her die was the greatest proof of love that we could offer her; she was suffering.

We fed Olivia little pieces of cooked liver, her favorite treat, we told her over and over how much we loved her, we reminded her of our strolls in the park and that time when she was attacked by a coyote on the hill and I scared it away by screaming bloodcurdling Chilean insults and curses. We promised her that she was not going to suffer anymore and that she would go directly to heaven, where all dogs go.

The vet gave her an injection that she didn’t feel, and in less than two minutes, Olivia fell asleep on my lap. It was not rushed. We had time to thank her for her sweet presence in our lives and for the joy she had given us for so many years.

The second injection stopped her heart immediately. “Olivia was ready to go, she knew how much you loved her, she will be waiting for you in the Beyond,” the vet said.

Willie and I cried inconsolably, sharing that grief as we had shared so many other losses. We cried for Olivia and also for us, for the end of our relationship and our love. We had separated after almost three decades of marriage and I still didn’t quite understand why it had happened. Maybe we were just broken. His heart closed down when his children died and I could not reach him. I had to accept that he didn’t love me anymore and I loved him less and less.

Olivia had been my unconditional companion, my shadow. I could not close the door, move a chair, or get in the car without first checking on her. She always walked one step behind me, trying to catch up, until her old bones could no longer take it. It was not a coincidence that her life ended when our marriage ended. Grieving for Olivia allowed us to cry over our heartbreak. The tears cleansed us from inside.



Eventually, I had to leave the beautiful Tuscan villa; it was too big for me. I sold it and moved to a small house by a lagoon with the idea of spending the rest of my life alone. I was seventy-four years old. I hung by the door the wooden The House of the Spirits sign that my son had made, as an open invitation to McNear and his fellow ghosts. I have never seen any of them, but I hear them often.

On my altar, I have Olivia’s collar and some of her ashes in a small container. I scattered the rest in the park that she loved so much. Other dogs have come into my life, but she is still my best friend. She will always be.
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Jesse by Chris Bohjalian

My life was changed—I was changed—because my family and I were in our seats for a Broadway musical twenty-five minutes before the curtain went up in December 2019. My daughter, a young actor in New York City, was aimlessly scrolling through pictures of French bulldogs on Instagram, teasing my wife and me by suggesting we get one. My wife and I live in Vermont, deep in the woods at the edge of a cliff. We had never had a dog and, given where we live and the colossal amounts of snow we get some years, would never have considered a Frenchie: The poor thing would have been swallowed by snowdrifts three months a year. Now, we’d always had cats, at one point as many as six, all of them shelter rescues or barn cats we’d brought inside. But we both traveled for work and it hadn’t ever crossed our minds to get a dog.

At least, it hadn’t crossed my mind.

Dogs, I thought, were too much effort. Too time-consuming.

Ah, but apparently, my wife had been thinking about them.

Seconds before the show began, as the orchestra was starting to play, she showed my daughter and me a picture of a rescue dog on her phone and whispered, “I just put in a request to adopt her.”

I would have to wait until intermission to ask if she was kidding. She wasn’t.

Now, we didn’t get that particular dog because someone else already had put in an application for the animal, and we were merely on the waiting list if that first request fell through.

But I understood something important: My wife wanted a dog, and that meant we were getting a dog. Sure enough, two months later, we were driving three hours to southern Vermont to meet the transport van with the rescue from Texas she’d picked out, a pit bull mix with heterochromatic eyes—one brown, one husky blue—a girl roughly two years old who’d been found on the outskirts of San Antonio. We named her Jesse, and met her for the first time in the parking lot of the Dollar Store where the van was dropping her off. Instantly, Jesse took a colossal dump on the pavement.

“How great,” my wife said, “she’s house-trained!”

I’ve since learned that like lots of dogs in that roughly forty-five- to fifty-pound weight class, she can seem reticent and tiny one moment, and bold and enormous the next. The morning we met, she seemed very small and very scared, and I found myself climbing into the back seat of our car with her so I could comfort her on the long drive home. My wife nodded knowingly, as if her suspicions that her husband was a dog-softie had been confirmed.

And, indeed, Jesse and I have been joined at the hip ever since.



There are plenty of reasons why Jesse and I bonded quickly, many of which are likely part of her temperament. Like most dog owners, I view her with absolute objectivity as a canine genius with the sweetest soul on the planet. (At the time we got her, we had four cats, and she got along well with them all and they with her, a dispassionate testament to her disposition.)

But there are also reasons that transcend bias.

We brought her home on Saturday, February 22, 2020. My big concern in regard to Jesse was that as soon as this rescue animal had grown to trust me, I would be leaving on a book tour mid-March for a new novel. I would be yet another human who deserted her, disappointed her, betrayed her. Obviously, that book tour was canceled when most of the world thought we would flatten the coronavirus curve by staying home for a week or two. Or three. Or… never mind. We all know that part of the story.

But as it related to Jesse, we were now together every moment that spring and summer I wasn’t on my bike. (I’m an avid cyclist, and no year have I biked more miles than I did in 2020.) Jesse and I would take long walks in the woods, discovering coyote bones and wild turkey wings, deer antlers and bobcat scat. She would doze in a massive dog bed beside my desk in the morning when I would write. And, within days, she was sleeping in bed with my wife and me and our cats. (At the time, my wife and I had a queen-size bed, but for Christmas 2020, she surprised me with a king-size model, because our forty-seven-pound dog who curls into the tiniest of doughnuts on a living room couch or dog bed starfishes at the mere sight of a human mattress and is transformed from pit bull to bed hog.)

Moreover, I got Covid that spring, and while it wasn’t a bad case, something unexpected happened. I lost my voice. And we’re not talking a week or two of laryngitis. I was rendered almost completely mute. And my voice didn’t come back that summer or fall. By January of 2021, I had stumped the stars at ear-nose-and-throat hospitals in three states. No one could understand the sudden onset of my inability to speak and no physician could find a cure. It would not be until 2021 that the world would see the first possible indications of a link between Covid and long-haul vocal impairments. Even now, years later, maintaining my voice demands daily the sorts of vocal exercises and warm-ups that I imagine rule the lives of opera singers.

In any case, Jesse wasn’t a big talker, either. The only times I’ve heard her bark are the handful of mornings when a bear or a bear and her cubs have wandered past our screened-in porch while I’m writing, and Jesse—as always, on a couch beside me—has expressed her surprise. I am likely anthropomorphizing here, but I like to believe that our mutual quiet further cemented our relationship: We still communicate an awful lot via gestures—my fingers and her paws, or the tilt of my head and the way she will wag her left ear.

Regardless, this very old boy and his much younger dog became inseparable fast during the pandemic.



Among the ways one physician and the speech therapist he worked with at Massachusetts Eye and Ear in Boston wanted to treat the loss of my voice in 2021 was by trying to get me to loosen up my laryngeal muscles. Their tightness seemed a possible cause. So, they wanted me to cry, which, apparently, can sometimes work. But I wasn’t much of a crier. In fact, I hadn’t ever cried as an adult, not even while eulogizing my mother in 1995 and my father and a great friend, months apart, in 2011. Good Lord, at my father’s memorial service, I was my own Netflix comedy special, with a crisp, tight twenty-eight-minute stand-up set. I killed it.

Alone in the woods with Jesse, however, suddenly I was capable of weeping. Never saw it coming, but some mornings I was a tsunami. I wept for my lost voice, I wept for all of those who had died in the pandemic, I wept for the wounded soul of the world. I wept at the utter transience of everything mortal.

At first, Jesse would tilt her head toward me quizzically, that left ear on high alert, worried. We’d been in these woods and fields fifteen and sixteen months now, and these were sounds from her human companion that were utterly foreign to her. But I’d reassure her that I was fine—this was just weird science, you might say—and then remind her not to eat deer shit.

And while woods weeping didn’t bring back my voice, it did help in other ways. When I returned home with Jesse, I was always in a mood that ranged from tranquil to really quite happy. I attribute that to my dog and the idea that I viewed our walks as her time (or, in some way, our time), and I was no longer focused on my fear that my career as a public speaker or novelist who toured sometimes twice a year was over.

Jesse had, in essence, reminded me that I was drinking a pretty toxic cocktail: all bitters, nothing but self-pity and self-importance.



My family had always had dogs growing up. I don’t want to give you the impression that dogs invariably elicit tears from Bohjalian males, but the only time I ever recall seeing my father cry was the summer I turned eleven and our dog, Beauregard, vanished. This was an era when we all had a pretty laissez-faire attitude toward both child-rearing and pet care, and my family lived in a part of Connecticut where the neighborhood dogs would head out on their own most summer mornings after breakfast, one jolly pack, sometimes reappearing to join my friends and me when we would play pickup baseball or football, and only return home late in the afternoon for dinner. One evening in July, my summer between fifth and sixth grade, Beauregard didn’t come home. For days, my older brother, who had just gotten his driver’s license, or my mother or father, would drive all over that corner of the county looking for him. Usually I was with them. And when, after four or five days of searching, there was no sign of the dog, one morning I found my father silently crying on the living room couch. He was wearing a business suit because he was about to leave for the train station and his commute into Manhattan.

When he saw me, he stopped, wiped his cheeks, and said, “When I get home, we can look some more,” and suggested areas where my brother or my mother and I could try searching that day. But I think I understood then it was over and Beauregard was gone, and my father and I never discussed his crying on the couch.

Now, is that why I didn’t have a dog as an adult? Was I traumatized by the sight of my father grieving Beauregard and I feared the pain of outliving the animal—what therapists call anticipatory grief? I honestly don’t think so. My wife and I have had to say goodbye to over a dozen cats we adored and outlived. Really, I think I just got set in my ways as a young adult, obsessed with my career and then with being a good husband and a good dad. Who had time for a dog?

Ah, but that night in December 2019 at the Broadway theater, during intermission, I asked my wife, “Why now?” A shorthand for, How did we move at warp speed from laughing at Instagram pics of Frenchies to your visiting animal rescue sites on your phone?

And she said, “I’ve always wanted to know the love of a dog. And we’re not going to live forever.”

I’ve made three incontrovertibly wise decisions in my life: Marrying that woman. Becoming a parent. And listening to my wife when she said we were getting a dog.



Now, Jesse was going to change my life regardless of whether there had been a pandemic and even if I hadn’t lost my voice for most of two years. Dogs do that.

I don’t always walk or run with Jesse in the woods or fields. Some days, I bring her with me to Middlebury, a college town a few miles away with bakeries and bookstores and the post office where I get my mail. When we walk the college campus, with its immaculate grass quads between stone buildings dating back to the nineteenth century, it’s clear that Jesse has a dog’s sense of which students and faculty will want to stop what they’re doing on the campus to kneel and cuddle her.

Dogs, of course, are social animals. They have the ability to bring their human companions—even novelists, who sometimes are more comfortable with fictional people than real ones—into the world with them. I am dramatically more social with Jesse in Middlebury than when I go there alone. Strangers rarely talk to strangers on the street, even in a Vermont village, but strangers do talk to strangers with dogs. Jesse, with her inquisitive eyes that are blue and brown and a tail that sometimes seems to wag as fast as an airplane propeller, is a minor celebrity. She knows that the booksellers at the Vermont Book Shop will always have treats for her, as will the postal workers behind their counter, even as the December holidays near and they’re beleaguered. She will always pause by a breakfast club of hearty, athletic seniors who gather daily outside the Otter Creek Bakery for coffee and pastries—even, very often, in January and February, the group seemingly oblivious to the cold—because she understands they’re all dog people and wants to bask in their pack. And, so, I pause, too.

And that is another way that Jesse changed my life. Oh, she kept me sane in the pandemic, she kept me from sinking into an even deeper slough of despair when I was rendered mute in 2020 and 2021. But of greater significance might be this: She has also taught me to slow down, to be more present in the moment. And there is no greater example of this than the way she transformed how and when I write.

Prior to Jesse coming into my life, almost every day when I wasn’t touring or traveling to research a novel, I was writing at my desk by six a.m. The almost simultaneous arrival of Jesse and a global pandemic altered that schedule. Getting to work at six a.m. seemed a waste of energy; after all, it’s not like I ever had to be anywhere. Moreover, I had this sweet dog that already was sleeping in bed with my wife and me and our cats, who would wake with the sun, lick my face, and be eager for breakfast (food is her love language). She’d want to get outside and explore. And, unless it was raining—Jesse loathes rain and water, because, I suppose, something traumatic happened to her involving water when she was on her own in Texas—we would usually spend at least an hour in the morning outside. That meant I would be at my desk around eight o’clock, instead of six.

But even starting two hours later than I had for my entire writing career, I was more productive than ever. To wit, between March 2020 and December 2024, a little less than five years, I finished one novel and wrote four new ones. I wrote a new play and two very long short stories. I mention this not as a brag, humble or otherwise, but to point out that even though I was writing fewer hours a day, I was more prolific than at any point in my career.

And I attribute a lot of that to how Jesse rewired my brain. I have always been happy when I’m writing, and I wrote a lot of books with different cats in my lap. But I am not sure I ever before felt the serenity while working that I experience with Jesse sleeping in her dog bed beside my desk. It’s a bed my wife picked out for her that is actually meant for a much bigger breed, and Jesse chooses a different side after our walk each morning, and then “nests,” pawing and circling until she has the cushions exactly to her liking. It’s adorable to watch, and sometimes lasts upwards of fifteen seconds.

Pit bulls, I have learned, are especially known for nesting. All dogs do it, but my Instagram feed some days is one long stream of nesting pitties.

In any case, I have been blessed with a beautiful dog that doesn’t bark, bite, or growl, a girl with a temperament so sweet and gentle that her veterinarian said when he met her—awe in his voice—“This pup has to be the most patient and compliant animal I’ll see this month.”

And she is also, it seems, a spectacular muse.



There are endless memes about how much better people would be if only we’d act more like dogs, and they all make me roll my eyes. Good Lord, there has been a small cottage industry of books published in the last decade that suggest the path to self-improvement begins with dogs, and how we should strive to be the human being that our dog believes (mistakenly) we are.

Am I a better person because Jesse came into my life?

Of course not.

But I am a different person. The first time someone told me, “My rescue dog rescued me,” I nodded politely while thinking, “Oh, your dog has opposable thumbs and unlatched the cage you were in? Really?” Nevertheless, I credit Jesse with the fact that I now approach life with more equanimity. I spend less time working. I spend more time in the woods. And I shop for coats and toys and treats for her with the same enthusiasm that, years ago, I picked out clothing and dolls for my daughter. At some point, I became “that” person, who had to have pit bull bookends in his library, an antique pit bull doorstop on a bookcase, and who buys his wife pit bull socks and shirts.

The reality is that dogs, if we let them, get us outside of ourselves and out of our heads. They change old routines and create new ones.

I had no idea in 2019 how much I would need a dog in 2020. I had no idea that my wife and I would be sharing our bed with a dog that believes her fair share of the mattress is closer to one-half than one-third. And, yes, I had no idea how deeply and profoundly I was destined to fall in love with a rescue with one blue eye and one brown, a girl who helped keep me together when, it seemed, the world was falling apart.
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Lady by Laura Zigman

My son Ben was eight when he started asking—begging, really—for a sibling. He was an only child, and he didn’t want to be. He wanted to have a sibling and be a sibling. He wanted to be part of a big family. He wanted someone to play with after school, someone to watch cartoons with, someone to eat macaroni and cheese with and read the back of the cereal box with. He wanted someone to go trick or treating with and trade candy with, someone to surf into the shallows on boogie boards and dry off with, someone to sit upstairs and pretend to be ignoring the arguing downstairs with. He wanted to be someone’s brother, someone’s best friend, someone’s buddy. He wanted a forever companion.

We, his parents, were not only children, so we knew the idea of the perfect sibling was a myth: Some are soulmates, but the rest fall somewhere between an ally, who can later testify like an expert witness to what we experienced growing up, and an imperfect shadow so different in personality and interests that we wonder how we could possibly have come from the same gene pool. We knew about the competition for parents’ attention and approval when you’re little. We also knew that competition doesn’t stop when you’re older: which sibling has the better job and more successful career, and which one flails; which sibling gets married and has a family first, and which wears the badge of single-shame longer; which sibling stays married, and which one doesn’t. Sibling rivalry never ends, we knew. We were certain he’d be better off without it.

But regaling him with the tragicomic miseries of sibling life—the fights, the clothes-stealing, the poking and punching and hair-pulling, the eating of the last Devil Dog or the using up of the remaining inch of milk, the inevitable three-to-one parent–sibling triangulation (not to mention, which we didn’t, the looming future judgment of partners and spouses, parenting philosophies and practices, and who doesn’t help enough during holiday-meal-preparation or cleanup or with ailing and aging parents)—didn’t work. Whenever we tried to explain that brothers and sisters weren’t always everything they were cracked up to be, that they were sometimes more trouble than they were worth, he wouldn’t listen. He didn’t care that the sibling situationship was complicated and fraught. He wasn’t interested in hearing the alleged benefits of being an only child—not having to share anything ever, including us. He saw none of the joys of being an only child, just the pain of feeling alone in the world.

Part of that pain was that he actually had a sibling: an older half sister, my husband’s daughter from his first marriage, who lived on the other side of the country. But after several years of visits, her here or us there, all attempts at a blended modern family sadly failed, and he was on his own. In elementary school, whenever he had to make family trees, he never knew how many leaves to draw or cut out of paper and hang on the branches. More than once during those years he told me that he wondered if he was lying when he said he had a sister. This hole, left in him by her absence and by the absence of hope of someday having a sibling who would live in the same house and be his true companion, defined him—almost all his friends who had been only children were now older brothers to younger children, and he couldn’t help but feel intensely jealous and desperately lonely.

I would have done anything to ease his pain, but at forty-six, having another baby was a biological impossibility. And so, with that solution off the table, we did what most people in our position do: We followed the advice of friends and therapists and told Ben that while we couldn’t give him an actual brother or sister, we could get him a dog. It wouldn’t be the same thing as getting a sibling, of course. In fact, we argued, it would be better—for all of us. We’d be expanding our family without the risk of rivalry, fighting, and favoritism, and without the need for an additional bedroom, crib, car seat, or future college tuition. The best part for me, of course, was that I wouldn’t have to go through the heartburn, weight gain, and post-childbirth recovery again—not to mention childbirth itself. While I’d never been a dog person—I hadn’t grown up with dogs, hadn’t had friends with dogs when I was young, hadn’t ever truly bonded or spent time with one—I’d never really been a baby person either, until I’d had one. I trusted it would all work out in the end—as long as we found the perfect dog.

Finding a dog, as it turned out, was harder than it seemed. From Thanksgiving to Christmas and into the new year, we stalked area shelters and were told that they almost never placed animals in families with young children or with first-time dog owners, and that we’d require multiple personal references, experience with whatever particular breed was being considered for adoption, and the assurance that at least one adoptive pet-parent would be home during the day. We felt more desperate as a family than the shelters seemed to be on behalf of their rescues. It wasn’t until a cold January afternoon, bleak and gray and bitingly windy, that Ben asked me—begged, actually—if we could go to the local pet store, the same one that had been around since I was his age, just to look. And that’s when it happened: As I stepped into the heated vestibule, my eyes went straight to the bank of cages of cats and dogs on the wall where a fluffy Shetland sheepdog puppy, a Lassie look-alike, was standing behind a grim little metal grate, waiting to be found.

“That’s my dog,” I whispered to Ben. “That’s my dog.”

As soon as someone took her out of her cage and put her into our arms, Ben knew that she was his dog, too, and that we were meant to rescue her from her pet store cage. Suddenly I was as invested in getting myself a dog-child as getting Ben a dog-sibling, only this time, instead of having to recover from a C-section, all I had to do was pay for her and wait a week for her mild cold to resolve before bringing her home for good. That pause would give me time to forgive myself for accidentally-on-purpose getting the most beautiful puppy in the world when we’d gone into the process committed to a shelter dog, as well as to engage in the frenzy of panic-shopping for leashes and harnesses and bowls and beds and treats and food and to safety proof our house with dog gates and cabinet locks and toilet-seat clamps and outlet protectors.

Hell had previously been other children’s parents, but hell now was other dogs’ parents, since the same sort of extreme judgy-ness from other mothers I’d experienced when Ben was a baby was happening again. Our puppy had barely been home a week when the comments and opinions started, on everything from barking and pooping to crate-training and leash-pulling, to dog-park versus doggy-day-care socialization benefits, to dry versus wet food—just like the “advice” I had received nearly a decade earlier about breastfeeding versus bottle feeding, cloth diapers versus disposable, and co-sleeping versus Ferberizing. Did I know how high maintenance Shelties were? How much exercise they needed and how smart they were, needing to be physically and mentally and intellectually challenged daily to exhaust them so they didn’t exhaust everyone around them? Did I know how barky and bossy herding dogs were and how she’d end up pushing us all around all the time and controlling us instead of the other way around? No. I hadn’t known we were getting a complicated dog. But I didn’t care. We’d fallen in love at first sight and that was all that mattered.

As our new plus-one, Lady, a deeply human Sheltie, sat in the back seat with Ben, required breakfast and dinner and multiple snacks, and was dropped off and picked up from day care. She needed to be let out in the morning and throughout the day, petted, played with, exercised almost constantly during walks or ball-chasing sessions, snuggled, and challenged with tug-of-war toys. Having heard about how some of our friends’ kids fought with their brothers and sisters, integrating a dog-sibling into our family felt remarkably seamless. Getting a dog had given Ben a companion, a sibling without the rivalry, grievances, and grudges; someone to greet first thing in the morning and say goodnight to at the end of the day; someone to give presents to on birthdays and open presents with on Hanukkah and Christmas. It had given us a second child without the infighting, complaints of inequality, or accusations of favoritism, mainly because there was never a question of who our favorite was: Lady was everyone’s favorite. She was the peacemaker, the star of the show, and the glue that held us together. The proof is in our collective camera rolls, each of which have more photos of her than of any other member of our family.

In addition to becoming the boss of us and our constant companion—I don’t think I’ve been in the bathroom alone since the day we brought her home and I’m not sure I’d know what to do if she didn’t follow me into and out of every room I move through every day—she also became our unofficial emotional support animal. A year after we got Lady, my mother and then my father each got sick with swift, lethal cancers, and she kept me company on my darkest days of caretaking, trips to chemotherapy infusion rooms, and their final days in hospice. She herded and protected us, watched over us and guarded us from morning till night until we were safely back in our beds and she was free to sleep, unworried, her job done for the day. During countless transitions—our move from the suburbs to the city, Ben’s transitions from middle school to high school to college, the months of lockdown and the horrifying changes in our country’s government, the eventual amicable separation of our marriage—she’s been our rock, our lodestar, our model for unconditional love and loyalty. Whenever I’m asked how many people are in our family, I always say four: two parents and two children—one grown, one still living at home.

From the very beginning, since she was four months old, Lady has been on the job nonstop, without a day off. At sixteen and a half—and Ben now just shy of twenty-five—she’s still at it, though at her advanced age and with limited mobility, it’s harder for her to get up every single time we do and follow us from room to room or chase us up and down the stairs. In fact, I’m not sure when she stopped doing the stairs, when she took her last walk around the block, when she last chased a ball in the nearby park or jumped up onto my bed for the night—we remember the firsts with our children, but never their lasts. All we know is that her time is coming to an end and that soon we’ll have to say goodbye to her. But it’s not time yet. It will never be time. She was the golden child, the one who bound us together as a family and has kept us connected even as we’ve changed in all the healthy and hard ways that families do. While children and siblings grow up and move away, dogs don’t really. They’re supposed to stay with us always, sleeping on our heads and at our feet, staving off life’s loneliness and sadness, giving us a simple and concrete reason to get up every morning, and staring at us forever with all the love we’ve ever wanted and can’t imagine someday living without.
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Maverick by Nick Trout

It’s been a while since, as a suggestible teenager, I first toyed with the idea of pursuing a career in veterinary medicine. I was an unremarkable high school student, hanging out at the local practice, a fly on the wall determined not to faint in the operating room. I was awestruck by the doctor’s ability to actually hear heart disease, to unmask cancer hiding in a belly with little more than a caress of the fingertips. Every day was different, unpredictable, punctuated with hilarious, heart-stopping, heart-wrenching encounters. Mystery and miracles abounded, children bore gifts of handmade thank-you cards, hard-nosed men traded fierce handshakes for tears of joy. This went far beyond a temporary seduction: By the end of my first week, I was besotted.

The photograph of me as a veterinary school graduate shows a hungry young man, brimming with ambition and wearing an unconstrained grin, impatient to make a difference. In truth, the clinician I became quickly forgot about the textbooks, the lectures, and the pearls of esteemed mentors. Unofficially, more than any other influence or inspiration, my career has been nudged, nipped, corralled, and guided by tens of thousands of dogs. And while I have enjoyed the success stories, I owe the best parts of my humility and patience to the tough cases. Over the past four decades the names of certain dogs, like the names of devastating hurricanes, became indelible, leaving a permanent scar. If, like me, you are open-minded, receptive, prepared to shut up and listen, these are the dogs that will mold you into something better.

Not so long ago, Maverick Millsaps strutted into my examination room like a Hollywood A-lister on a red carpet. Bright-eyed, smiling between booming barks, he appeared relaxed and confident—until I noticed how he kept glancing over his shoulder. Ensuring his entourage was in tow? A hint of stage fright? Or maybe the star of the show had tuned into a frisson of anxiety pulsing down from the other end of his leash?

Devilishly handsome in classic black and tan, this seven-year-old male German shepherd filled the available space, sashaying back and forth. His mom, Colby—late twenties, with kind hazel eyes and straight auburn hair extending far beyond her shoulders—took the seat opposite me.

“We’re here about his hips,” Colby announced, “especially the right.” She was softly-spoken, her tone measured, and she wore an expression alternating between pride and what I perceived as fear. The source of pride was obvious. Discovering the cause of the fear took much longer, and on this, my first date with Maverick, I wish I had known it was contagious.

Reading Maverick’s notes and reviewing his X-rays prior to this appointment, I already had a sense of their struggles for the past few years. The dog’s painful and progressive hip arthritis had persisted in the face of every medication, every session of physical therapy, and every obscure herbal remedy Colby had read about online.

“Mav is really stoic. He’ll do our hikes, never complains, but he gets so sore afterwards. It’s like we’re out on a trail, and I start to see it in his eyes, like he’s begging to stop, turn around, and head back home. But he keeps going, he keeps walking into the pain, because he refuses to disappoint me. That’s the worst part; he thinks he’s letting me down.”

As if on cue, the coy shepherd leaned his entire body into her seated thigh, prompting Colby to give him a big and timely hug around his neck.

“He got me through two major spinal surgeries. And we’ve traveled to eight different countries together.”

Though I acknowledged the statement, I failed to explore it, putting it aside as I moved on with my usual dance: walking, trotting, a general physical examination, and, finally, the main event, palpation of Maverick’s gnarly hips. He was a good sport, but as I worked on his back legs, it became impossible to ignore the simmering bravado vibrating in the air between us. For the first time, Mav turned to me, his dark brown eyes letting his feelings be known: “Continue at your own peril.” I sensed he tolerated this worst massage ever for his mom’s sake. Had we been alone, he might skip the warning growl and go straight to a cease-and-desist bite. Not that I could blame him. The arthritic crunch in his right hip wasn’t just palpable; it was audible.

This next part of our meeting was about reassurances, my “no one wants to do surgery if they can help it” speech. Here I commended Colby for everything she had done for Maverick. I cited her countless attempts to find a simpler, noninvasive alternative, while applauding her recognition of the decline in Maverick’s quality of life.

“Thankfully,” I said, “total hip replacement is a great surgical option. But I would never want you to feel like I am a car salesman, trying to get you to buy the most expensive vehicle on the lot. There’s only one surgical procedure that comes with a cast-iron promise to never have complications—and that’s not doing any surgery at all.”

Colby and I were generations apart, but I hoped my honesty landed, reassuring this virtual stranger that I wanted what was best for her dog as much as she did.

“That’s why we’re here. That’s why I chose you.”

This last comment gave me pause. It spoke to her research, perhaps to a mysterious online reputation I didn’t keep track of. I managed an appreciative nod, but felt the first squeeze of pressure, of personal responsibility.

For the next twenty minutes I nattered on about the procedure itself, eager to highlight the many ways that things could go wrong. This chat was rote, and not meant to scare. It was meant to be balanced. Success rates and owner satisfaction are high, but bones can break, and implants can shift, get infected, and dislocate. I covered the stuff that can happen in the operating room, and the challenges she would face when she took her dog home. I showed her videos of how to be a careful, responsible caregiver, and a few entries from the Hall of Shame—dogs running off leash, playing with a pack of dogs, ball-chasing—definitive proof of poor compliance. Colby was shocked at how fast a dog can recover (witnessing this surprise from owners never gets old), and she gave me her assurance that this kind of owner carelessness will never be allowed on her watch. We ended with a humble promise, the only one I will ever give to any owner, any patient: my one hundred percent guarantee that I would do my best.

And so, on a Boxing Day, Maverick returned to the hospital and underwent a total joint replacement for his right hip. He received the usual preoperative cocktail of narcotics and antibiotics. An uneventful epidural augmented his general anesthesia. The surgery was utterly ordinary, each step smooth, the postoperative X-rays offering that dangerous endorphin rush of instant gratification. I reached out to Colby, tuning into the sincerity of her gratitude and relief. I made sure Mav would have a pain-free recovery in the hospital. Then I did what all doctors must do: I turned my brain and hands to my next case.

The first sign of trouble waved for my attention a few days later: an email with a one-word subject, “Maverick.” I scanned the message, phrases jumping out at me: “difficulty managing the pain”; “none of us can sleep”; “the leg looks funny.” A breath snagged, high up in my chest.

I called Colby straight away, her apology for bothering me only compounding my sense of guilt.

“Can I increase his medications? He just can’t seem to settle.”

I listened to her description of Maverick convalescing at home. Alleviation of hip pain is usually one of the earliest benefits of the procedure, but not in his case.

“He got so excited to see me when I picked him up, spinning and dancing. Could he have broken the surgery?”

I imagined their reunion, his adrenaline rush, her unconstrained joy. I should have anticipated the potential for disaster. I should have given Mav some extra sedation, gone for chill, bordering on unconscious. Now look at what had happened.

“Can you send me a cell phone video of how he’s walking?” I asked. I knew Colby lived more than a two-hour drive from the hospital. Given the stress of the ride, getting in and out of her truck, and negotiating a busy waiting room with a convalescing alpha dog, I’d hate them to have a wasted trip. Colby promised she would, so, in the meantime, I tweaked Maverick’s “happy drug” dosage, hung up, and waited.

Hope will only get you so far. In my world I prefer to imagine and prepare for the worst. I can fix a fracture. I can reduce a dislocated hip. A complication is frustrating, disappointing, but invariably there’s a path to redemption, a viable plan B.

Maverick’s video suggested otherwise. Nine seconds of awkward, uncoordinated hind leg motion told me I was in trouble.

I called Colby right back. “Best bring him in,” I said. “Let’s get an X-ray. Take a feel. See what’s going on.”

Even to my ear, my words were vague, unhelpful platitudes. My mantra was supposed to be “first do no harm,” and now look.

This time around, Mav was on edge. Tuning in to Colby’s worst fears or replaying memories of our last bizarre interaction together? Probably a bit of both. Mav needed sedation before I could feel my handiwork but, to my surprise, there was no click, crunch, or pop. The X-rays backed me up. Everything was in order and as it should be.

Colby received my news with the relief of someone who missed a flight that went on to crash.

“I have to believe some of the soft tissues around Mav’s new hip joint have been stretched or pinched during the procedure. The implants and bones look great, but bruised nerves can take a while to come back.”

I anticipated several days for recovery, a few weeks at most, feeling confident in the fact I hadn’t been able to pinpoint a “real” problem. Colby and Maverick returned home appreciative and consoled. Healing simply took time. I banked on the certainty of decades of surgical experience, rejecting the obvious alternative: denial.

But things didn’t get better. Maverick’s surgical leg remained weak and painful, his gait clumsy and exaggerated; he was a wooden puppet with broken strings, guided by a puppeteer who’d had too much to drink. Time for Maverick and Colby to consult with a colleague specializing in neurology.

The news wasn’t good. A major nerve to the back leg had been seriously damaged. Maverick’s new right hip and his right knee were fine, but he had trouble knowing where, and how, to properly place his foot. Worst of all, he had lost pain sensation to a significant area around his toes. Prone to abnormal wear and tear, the paw would likely succumb to cuts and pressure sores. Infections would thrive, their rancid aroma inciting an interest in licking and, in the absence of feeling, Maverick would be in danger of self-mutilation. In worst-case scenarios, amputation might become the only option.

One word in the neurologist’s report jumped out and bit me, no different from a guilty verdict in a trial: iatrogenic. Five syllables of medical speak with one conclusion: Maverick’s complication was caused by a medical intervention. In short, this was my fault.

I replayed every cut and snip, the positioning, pressure, and placement of every surgical instrument, but I could not find the fault, the discernible flaw. Nothing during Maverick’s surgery produced the telltale jerk or twitch from a nerve being tickled, let alone irreparably injured. Then, it was put to me, nerve damage might have been caused by the epidural performed by the anesthesiologist, or a well-intentioned technician delivering a pain-relieving injection meant for muscle. Some surgeons might embrace such an alibi and run with it. I prefer to go straight from denial to acceptance. As a much wiser surgeon once said, regardless of where or when a problem occurs, despite the frustration and the desire to shirk the blame, you are responsible. In the OR, losing a sponge, excessive hemorrhage, the wrong judgment call, it’s your fault. Outside the OR, it’s no different. If an owner fails to comply, then you failed to provide adequate instructions. Whichever way you cut it, the surgeon always owns the complication.

Difficult, apologetic conversations with Colby led to new discoveries that only compounded my situation. I am in the business of sustaining relationships between humans and dogs, maximizing quality of life for both parties. But, more often than not, only when things go wrong do you get to draw back the curtains and truly see the crux of this connection.

Over the next few weeks, Colby shared the depth of her love for Maverick, with more than enough honesty to break my heart.

“In high school I struggled with depression. I got Maverick after I left Ohio State because I was suicidal. Don’t get me wrong, I have a wonderful life, amazing family and friends. I was top of my class and went to my dream school for zoology. There’s no external reason for my depression, yet I fight the bad chemicals in my brain every day. I got Maverick to be my companion. To give me a reason. And he’s done that beautifully.”

Details, personal stories, and unbridled honesty poured out of her, and the privilege of being party to her sharing was only offset by the guilt of how much I had destroyed.

“Mav and I were hiking a lot when I discovered I had a fractured spine. After my spinal fusion surgery, he never left my side, lying next to my bed, walking me to the bathroom and back, my constant companion. Years later, still in constant pain, I discovered the procedure had failed. After a second surgery, once again, Nurse Mav was there for my recovery.”

On the subject of travel, their adventures together were so extensive and integral to who they were.

“I knew I wanted to walk El Camino de Santiago ever since I learned about it in high school. After leaving OSU and fighting my depression, it was something I had to do. And Maverick would do it with me. That was a given. We were a team.”

She described walking through France and Spain for forty days, hikes that were “brutal and life-changing and beautiful and sad.” Pilgrims began to hear about a German shepherd hiking the trail, and Colby was happy to take on a new moniker: Maverick’s Mom. The following year they went back to hike the Italian Dolomites and the Bavarian Alps.

“He’s ridden on planes and trains and gondolas and funiculars and boats and cable cars, and he was unfazed by it all. Toddlers pulled on his fur in cafés, dogs attacked him on the trail, and kids screamed in his face on trains, and he never reacted. He was the perfect travel companion, doing what he loved: hiking, chasing butterflies, swimming in lakes, being a truly wild dog.

“Without him I wouldn’t be here anymore,” said Colby. “Maverick knows exactly what I need every second of every day and he’s simply there. Any time I’m slipping and I can’t see a point to me being here, he’s there.”

So much of veterinary orthopedics is about curing lameness, restoring function, increasing the longevity of exercise. For Mav and Colby, a pair of adventure junkies, I had failed on every count.

Time passed, and it was easy to let Colby know I was sorry. What I needed to say, what she needed to hear, was that I was in this with them both for the long haul. I telephoned frequently. I asked about Maverick’s pain: getting better. His attitude: coming back.

“How can you tell?”

“His eyes,” said Colby. “I can see inside him again. It’s like that Emily Brontë quote, ‘whatever souls are made of, his and mine are the same.’ ”

I was left speechless, but she brought me back to earth with “also, he has an obsessive personality when it comes to play. All drugged up, he’d find a stick to carry. If it snowed, he’d lay down and refuse to come back inside because he loves snow so much. And if the other dogs are playing, he’ll bark at them, because he’s a brat, and though he never wants to join them, he wants to be loud about it.”

Some weeks later, Maverick took me by surprise. His new hip felt great, muscle tone buff and strong, his foot placement better than I expected. He still wouldn’t pass a sobriety test but his function bordered on pretty good. More often than not, as a doctor, I’ve needed to rein in owner expectations, but given everything Colby had shared, and the alternative of Maverick losing a leg, I thought, Why not? Why not go all in, full optimism?

“Sometimes I swear he’s getting some feeling back,” said Colby, as I changed the bandage protecting his foot and especially his toes.

Mav had lost a nail and developed a small pressure sore, necessitating cleaning, antibiotics, and careful monitoring to optimize healing. Colby reported no specific trauma and, significantly, no outcry of pain. But, every so often, Maverick did seem to react, flinch, withdraw from my touch.

“I love his bald patch,” I said, massaging the dark pigmented skin where his surgical shave had been. Maverick arched into my kneading fingers when I found the spot. “Do I smell coconut? Have you put cream on his skin?”

Patches of fine fur like teenage facial peach fuzz had started to germinate.

Colby beamed and Maverick circled, taking us in, sprinkling his magic, casting his spell.

“You know, he’s not like this with my regular vet. They’re the nicest people, but he hates them. His personality evaporates. But when he’s with you, he can be himself.”

This was hard to hear. I, the doctor who had set Maverick back, fixed his hip but traded it up for a bigger problem, was being shown kindness and acceptance by my victim. Though I wanted Mav’s innate canine transparency to feel like forgiveness, it only heightened my regret.

Owning a failure in medicine is like donning an invisible shroud. It’s heavy, stifling, and omnipresent. The pet-owning public must not see it during the day, or suspect its presence after another fitful night’s sleep. It didn’t help that I know, firsthand, the type of bond that can exist between a human and this particular breed of dog. I grew up with a huge German shepherd named Patch. I was a tolerated, peripheral member of his pack, because Patch only had eyes for my father. The two were inseparable, besties, sharing a private language of secret gestures, endearments, and inside jokes. Nearly half a century later, I can still see my father’s tears, hear his words of love and loss, butchered and distorted by the pain of saying his final goodbye. Patch may have never been a hole-digger, but he left a permanent crater in my father’s heart that endures to this day.

I continue to check in with Colby and change Mav’s bandage whenever it gets moist or fragrant. For as long as it takes, I will continue to try to save his foot, save his leg, save their way of life. But the surgeon inside me knows I must temper the tunnel vision, the vanity, and the failure if, or when, enough is enough.

Our brains are hardwired to remember the failures over the successes, so we can learn for next time. Psychologists call it negativity bias, this experience of receiving opportunities to evolve. But what lesson can I glean if the how and why of Maverick’s predicament eludes me? What useful pearl of wisdom can I pass on to my residents about ways to avoid this clinical nightmare? Then I see it every time Maverick returns for a bandage change. Despite what has happened, the dog persists: feisty, opinionated, and seemingly happy. Dogs don’t have to make the difficult choices. We do, and, given everything they do for us, it seems only fair that we have to live with their consequences. Sometimes their acceptance and lack of judgment feels like the biggest lesson of all: If you give your best, it’s okay to be flawed.

I wish I could tell you that during a veterinary career of over thirty-six years, there’s only ever been one Maverick. Truth be told, Mav is part of an exclusive, relatively small pack of unforgettable dogs. He may be the latest, and arguably the most handsome, but, like it or not, he will not be the last. If we are to grow as veterinarians, these must be the dogs that matter, the ones that stand the test of time, changing our professional lives by adding to the message, altering habits, making us not only better doctors, but better humans. What more could we possibly ask of any dog?
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Frankie by Amy Tan

In 1994, I became besotted with my first Yorkie. The breeder had one puppy left and wanted only five hundred dollars because, as she said, he was “pet quality.” When I asked what was wrong with him, she assured me that he was healthy. His bite was perfect, he had a nice ear set, and a great personality. He would be a tad small, she added, topping out at three pounds. Despite what she said, I believed my Yorkie could have been a show dog had I been inclined to sit ringside biting my nails.

Along with taking dog training classes, I hosted parties for writer friends simply because their books had the word dog in their titles. I bought my pup a Burberry raincoat and the first of a dozen designer dog carriers. I was out of control. I also went to my first dog shows, the Specialties in New York, followed by Westminster. I soon learned to say “coat” and not “fur.”

As I watched all those coats whirl by, I was disappointed that the judges did not choose the Yorkies I favored: the smaller ones with shorter legs, wavy dark coats, and a jaunty prance, the traits of my puppy. The winners were more regal than cute. By the next year, having studied the standard and videotapes of shows, I could discern which dogs would never be selected, the cute ones that looked like mine. I sat next to friendly breeders and asked their opinions when dogs were on the table, and I learned to look more critically at toplines, coat texture, head carriage, and a balanced structure. The following year, I could predict a dog or two at each show that would finish in the top three. By then, I had become friends with a breeder whose dogs I admired, Lisa Farmer of TipTop Yorkshire Terriers. We agreed to one day co-own the perfect dog that we were sure could win at the Specialties and at the Garden, a dog who had what it took to be a top contender. She warned me it might take years before that perfect pup showed up in a litter.

About a year later, I was looking at four wiggle worms, beautiful five-month-old males, who would all go on to become champions. To me, one puppy was just as nice as another. Lisa pointed out the two that she thought were the best. She was leaning toward the bigger of the two. The other might turn out to be a bit small, she explained, and smaller Yorkies don’t stand out as well in a group ring where there are larger toy breeds competing for the judges’ attention. Because of my own peewee Yorkie, I had always liked smaller dogs, but, of course, she was the far better judge. A short time later, she called to say she had changed her mind. “The smaller puppy—he’s the one. My eye just kept going back to him and I could not let him go. He has something extra-special, a spark that makes you look twice.” He displayed an unusual trait at his first puppy sweepstakes. Most six-month-olds have to be led around the ring on a taut upright lead to keep them moving at a good pace with their head erect. Frankie, from the day his paws hit the ring, sailed ahead of Lisa with his head and tail up, flying around the ring, as if he had always known where to go and what to do. He had a name to match, “TipTop Come Fly with Me.” Frank Sinatra’s song, now Frankie’s signature motto.

Over the next year, many judges looked twice. When Frankie did not make the final cut, I fumed that the judges ought to go back and study the breed standard. I had become a typical co-owner. To my mind, Frankie had the best topline, the prettiest head, and the truest blue and bright gold. He was well muscled, a solid four-and-three-quarter pounds. He also had the “look-at-me” spark. Lisa, who was also Frankie’s handler, had shown many dogs at hundreds of shows, and was more sanguine when Frankie didn’t win. Certain judges placed more importance on certain traits, she said. And, admittedly, there were a few occasions when Frankie was not attentive to Lisa when standing before the judge. He had a mind of his own and was thus a typical example of the breed.

To capture Frankie’s attention more consistently, Lisa and I went on the Elusive Bait Hunt. I recall a frustrating evening before one New York Specialty, when we were in my SoHo loft, testing bait after bait with Frankie, seeking the one that would elicit keen focus, the instincts of a breed that was developed to hunt rats in the woolen mills in Yorkshire, England. Fresh chicken, a pungent blue cheese, squeaky toys, everything was dangled before him, it seemed, except a rat from a woolen mill. To each, he would turn his head away. Ho-hum, beg me, he seemed to be saying. We did. One time, I learned that Lisa had put dried liver treats in her mouth to keep them moist and readily available. “That is absolutely disgusting,” I told her. Another time, we ran out of options at the loft, and dashed over to a pricey French restaurant, where Frankie was surreptitiously present, right next to us on the banquette. We ordered filet mignon. “We’ll take that in a doggie bag,” I said, meaning the Vuitton bag with the persnickety show dog inside. Yet, somehow, as perverse as he was that night, when it was showtime, he delivered. He loved the show ring, the whoops and applause. There was never reluctance in going out there to be admired.

Over the three years of Frankie’s campaign, I learned more about the breed by watching how Frankie circled the ring, gliding in a way that I did not see in other Yorkies. When he moved, he showed not even the slightest “jiggle”—that’s the non-professional term I used for those dead-level toplines. He was the quintessential Yorkie on invisible roller skates, the one who could balance a champagne flute and not spill a drop. I’d come a long way from admiring those jaunty little bounces in the cute short-legged dogs.

I remember a particular outdoor show in Indiana where the grass was thick and up to Frankie’s knees. Lisa said those conditions could mask any structural problems in the front and rear that other dogs might have. If Frankie had to high-step his way through, would his beautiful structure not be as distinctive? Not to worry. He cut smoothly through the grass, head and tail up, keeping his perfect topline. Show after show, whether indoors or in grass, he had the movement, the confidence, and the alertness of a true terrier. When Frankie showed at Morris and Essex, he displayed none of the nervous excitement we had being at this historical and prestigious show. The prize was a lovely engraved pewter bowl, which Lisa kindly gave to me. I set it on my coffee table, where people were sure to notice and ask about its significance.

The big week arrived when Frankie would show at the New York and National Specialties, followed by Westminster. He was three years old and ready to fly over the top. Every morning, Lisa started grooming Frankie at an ungodly hour for this writer. Frankie would stand perfectly still, but occasionally he closed his eyes, half asleep. Did we have the right bait? Was he calm and confident? Would he choose this day to exhibit the more stubborn traits of the breed? He was the favored dog to win, but one had to factor in any number of small glitches. For the next two days of shows, I sat ringside, alternating between anxiety and relief, elation and gratitude. It all came together: the perfect conformation and extra-special dazzle. By the end of those shows, he was well ahead in points, the top-ranked Yorkshire terrier in the country.

The Garden would be lagniappe in points. But it also had the big wow factor among a national general audience, who probably did not know the painstaking efforts required to take a dog all the way to this level of competition. You just brush the dog for a couple of minutes, tie on a ribbon, and—voilà—you’re set to go. That’s what I once thought. I did not know you had to suffer at the Garden. We had to spend long hours perched on the edge of wooden cubicles in the toy breed benching section. We had to eat hot dogs. Outside it was freezing and inside it was overheated. We sat on our abundant winter coats, watching the knees of thousands of people squeeze by and answering a hundred people who asked, “Is that a teacup?”

Lisa was outwardly calm, focused. I looked calm, I think, but I was not focused. Would Frankie pick up on the nervous energy of thousands of breeders and handlers in the room? God forbid he get the runs. That happened to one dog the year before, which elicited sympathy from the audience and the good humor of the judge who let the poor dog go around the ring one last time. To my mind, all the preliminaries of the final show dragged on forever… waiting on the bench, standing in line for bad food, then standing in a cattle line just before entering the arena. The judgings were running behind schedule.

All at once, it was showtime. We rushed out and I went to the side where owners stood, and Lisa and Frankie went into the ring. Frankie was flying. The handlers, in their red, blue, or purple outfits, held up their secret-formula bait, pulling them from their pockets and mouths. Frankie stared at the filet mignon. We scrutinized the face of the judge who was scrutinizing Frankie. He was the highly respected Frank Sabella. As we neared the end, I stared at Mr. Sabella and willed him to point his finger at Frankie and declare him the winner. But instead, he asked Lisa to put Frankie back on the table. An extra examination! What? Why? Had he found a wart? Mr. Sabella then asked many of the handlers to place their dogs one at a time on the table beside Frankie. He was comparing them! Mr. Sabella kept his poker face. And, finally, the dogs came off the table and, at last, he pointed for Frankie to go to the front. There was a quick hurrah before being rushed to the table for photos with the judge. And then we were scooted off to let the next breed into the ring. After prolonged torture, it was now over much too quickly.

It was a long day that went into the night, as we waited for the group judging to begin. There was one more thrill when Frankie made the cut in the Toy Group. Back at the loft, we held a victory celebration with other breeders, as well as with friends who had watched the show on television. Champagne was poured, Chinese food gobbled up. We dissected the shows, the judges, the dogs, and the handler’s outfits. Toward the end of the night, Lisa declared that Frankie was now a pet. Hurrah! He would never have to go in the ring again, she added. “Really?” I asked. “How can you be so sure you’d never want to show him again?” She took out a pair of scissors, stood Frankie on the grooming table, and within minutes Frankie’s floor-length coat lay on the floor. I was aghast. She then took out electric shears and buzzed him down to a puppy cut. All those ungodly morning hours of washing and grooming him, three years of oiling and wrapping his coat in paper at the end of the show, reams of ribbons for his perfect top knot, and the reason for such obsessive attention now lay in a silky heap.

“I got some wise advice from other breeders who’ve been here,” she said. “Get out when he’s at the top. I knew that if I did not cut him down tonight, I’d be tempted to keep showing him. One day, he would not win every show. He would not go out as number one. It’s time for him to just play.”

When Lisa set Frankie down, he shook himself, as dogs do, head to tail. He looked quizzical, as if wondering why his coat did not flap around with the shake. Something was different. He walked gingerly around the loft in his new puppy cut, getting used to the change. In watching him, I realized that this mighty champion was, in fact, only three years old and still a puppy at heart. He was free to roll in the grass and muss up his coat as much as he wanted.

True to Lisa’s word, Frankie became a pet. Well, he did have a couple of part-time jobs. One was as spokesdog for Royal Canin. That was easy. All he had to do was be admired, one of his favorite pastimes. His other job was that of stud dog. He was in enough demand to have a “full-time job.” But Lisa was quite selective about the bitches that were bred to Frankie. After years of breeding to get the perfect dog, she wanted to ensure those traits in her line continued on. Even with such limited breeding, Frank was a top sire for a number of years. He was tops as well when he became the only Yorkshire terrier champion to pass all the genetic tests available.

Lisa continued to take Frankie to shows, but only as her companion. And Frankie watched as she finished other dogs. “He was jealous at times,” she said, “and gave those other dogs on the grooming table a look that said they better not get any ideas, that he was number one in my life. And that was true.” Lisa took him everywhere—to the store, to restaurants, and to the beach, where he sat in his “cabana,” the Louis Vuitton bag, with its front flap laid open. When children came along, Frankie became the family dog, tolerant of the antics of little kids.

We discovered eventually that Frankie was not entirely perfect. A perfect dog would never grow old and die. He would forever be a puppy. Yet, there is comfort and pride that Frankie’s spark will live on. There are many “Frankie dogs” and generations to come.

I am grateful to have my own Frankie dog, one of his grandsons, Bombo, a preemie whose tail was never docked because it was not clear that he would live longer than a few days. He blossomed into a sturdy little guy of nearly four pounds, with a muscular chest, bright eyes, and a confident attitude. He loves to walk fast, slightly ahead of me, turning around to wait if I get too far behind. Bombo recently went to the vet for his annual checkup and, unlike the cowering dogs that stiffened their legs to avoid going in, eagerly burst through the doors as if he had entered the show ring. “I’m here!” he seemed to be saying, wagging his tail madly and pulling on his lead to go to his admirers. He danced on his hind legs and waved at them with his front paws. How could any judge resist? He also has Frankie’s devilish trait, the bored look in his eyes as he turns his nose away from a treat that is clearly beneath contempt.

I often see other Yorkie owners look at Bombo and then at their dogs. I admit to secret pride when they give Bombo a second look. “There’s something really special about that little dog,” friends and strangers say. I get heart twinges. Of course, Bombo is far from perfect. He’s on the small side, his muzzle is shorter than ideal, his bite isn’t perfect, and he’s more cute than regal. But when he walks, I see Frankie, the tail as straight as a flagpole, the luminous blue and bright gold, the erect head and perky ears, his square little body sailing ahead with a purpose of his own.
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Ethan by Elizabeth Strout

When I met my first husband, he had a dog. He loved this dog as life itself, and so I loved the dog as well. His name was Ethan, and he was seven years old when I first met him. A medium-sized black Lab, he looked at me indifferently at first, just staying near Marty, who was very clearly the dog’s master. They had crossed the country alone together in a car a few summers before, companions like no other. But quite soon Ethan was wagging his tail at the sight of me when I came into a room alone and he would lie on the couch next to me when I was reading. I referred to him—with other people—as my stepson.

Growing up we had had dogs, German shepherds. One ate the neighbor’s cat, another bit a man on his hand, and one killed a bunch of newborn birds my father had brought home from his lab, where he worked as a scientist. When the birds were dead—I remember seeing them in the pen that we had in the backyard for them when we came home—my mother said, “He was only doing what nature taught him to do.” So I mourned the birds and felt bad for the dog, whose name was King. I did love the dogs from my childhood, but my memory is scarce on them.

Ethan felt different. He was Marty’s dog, and therefore mine.

When either of us entered the apartment, he would be there at the door, wagging his tail with such glee that his whole body seemed to wag, and his brown eyes—to my way of thinking—would be filled with merriment. I understand this does not make him an unusual dog. But everyone’s dog is unique, and even now, so many years later, he will come into my mind unbidden.

He was a retriever and he loved to retrieve. Marty would take a golf club and half a dozen golf balls to a field near where we lived—this was in upstate New York—and every time he hit a ball across the field, Ethan would dash off and bring it back to Marty in his mouth. And Ethan adored water. He would jump from a cliff five feet above the ground into a lake below and swim and swim and swim.

That summer Marty had to go to a job in Washington, DC, and I was still in school, so Ethan and I spent that time alone. He was a constant companion, and he seemed to accept Marty’s absence and gave himself over fully to me.

On our wedding bands we had Ethan’s name inscribed inside.

At our wedding he sat on the lawn next to Marty during our vows.



About a year after the wedding Ethan began to walk as though he were drunk. We took him to a vet who said that he had a liver disease. Apparently, the enzyme level showed this, and the fellow told us that Ethan was going to die soon. The trauma of this felt unbearable. This was also the first time that I began to understand that if people had never had a dog, had never loved a dog, they just didn’t get it. I cancelled an appointment with a friend I was to see the day I found out that Ethan was going to die, and I remember the friend was rather angry about that, and also puzzled. She had never had a dog. But all that mattered to me was this dreadful news.

A few days later we drove to Westchester where my in-laws lived. My in-laws had two mastiffs, both the size of ponies, whose drooling large mouths would wet the bottom of a sweater in a second; they were wonderful dogs. I should add that by the time we got to Westchester Ethan had seemed bizarrely improved slightly. But we went for a second opinion to the vet that my in-laws took their mastiffs to. That vet took an X-ray. We sat in the waiting room unable to read or even to really speak. In a few minutes the vet came to the door and said, “Come look at this.” We followed him into a room where an X-ray was slipped onto a lighted piece of glass, and he pointed out a very round solid mass that had been found in Ethan’s stomach. “This is too perfect in its roundness to be a tumor,” the vet said, and Marty said, “A golf ball?”

The vet nodded. “I think so.”

Ethan had surgery to remove the golf ball. Evidently the reason he had been acting drunk was because the golf ball had been stuck, and the outer lining of the golf ball gave off some poison that was affecting Ethan, and as the ball moved into his stomach his symptoms got better. But we had the ball removed and, in two weeks, the dog was himself again. Marty still has that golf ball; he has kept it all these years.



A few years later my mother-in-law became seriously ill. And I remember that when we visited my in-laws and Marty was not in the house with us in Westchester, Ethan would run away. My in-laws lived in the country, there were no leash laws, and Ethan would just be let out. But I remember a few times when Ethan ran away, I would drive around the countryside, yelling out the windows of the car, “Ethaaaan, Ethan!” My mother-in-law, who was lying on the couch when I returned from one such trip, rolled her eyes and said, “Marty’s always afraid someone’s going to steal that dog. No one’s going to steal that mangy dog.” Ethan did always return to the house, but it is only in my later years that I am struck with the sense that the dog seemed to need to be away if Marty was not there. My feeling is that he sensed there was a sudden deep unhappiness in that house, and he stayed away, but of course I don’t know what he sensed. I am just saying he never ran away except for then.



We moved to Hartford, Connecticut, and Ethan appeared to be okay with that. He would go outside, and come inside, with no problem at all. One time when we were away for a week—and could not take him with us—the vet who boarded him told us when we returned that during the day the folks in the office let Ethan just stay in the same room with them. The rest of the dogs were in pens, but that vet loved Ethan, and told us what a great dog he was. Ethan had lounged around the office all day.



And then we moved to New York City.

As I look back, I feel terrible for what this did to Ethan. He was older now, eleven years, and he would not poop at first on the sidewalk as I walked him holding my plastic bag. Although of course he eventually did. But I think he was not happy. And one time I walked him down the sidewalk—we were living in the West Village—and he was on a leash of course, and he had diarrhea in front of a large window of a fancy restaurant, and what I remember is that I was aghast because I could not clean it up, and also what I remember is that no one sitting in the restaurant—right there by the window—seemed even the least bit concerned.

We had to go away again without him at some point that year, and I walked him to the vet to be boarded, and only as I left did it sink into me: Was he really going to be left in a cage in the basement all week? And he was. Except for his few trips out to relieve himself, this is how he had spent the week, and I remember thinking he was different after that, subdued slightly.



When we moved to Park Slope, in Brooklyn, he was thirteen and he seemed to get older each day. We had a back garden for him to go into, and yet I do not recall he enjoyed himself there. There was no water to jump into, no golf balls to fetch. Although Marty did walk him to the park each morning where he was allowed to go unleashed and play. And yet…

One Sunday morning we woke up and Ethan was downstairs—he always slept near us by the bed—but he was downstairs, and I will never forget his face: His eyes looked at me with great pain, and he had a swollen stomach and there was around him a fluid that smelled like ammonia.

Marty called a vet that was open on Sundays. The vet was not in our neighborhood, but we put the dog in the car and drove as quickly as we could to the place many neighborhoods from ours. I sat in front next to Marty and our little child was in her car seat in the back seat; Ethan was in the far back. The car was a small kind of station wagon. As we drove—we were maybe halfway there—I felt a release, was it energy? But I felt a release of something that took place in that car, and when we got to the vet, the poor dog was dead.

As I ran around the car and looked at him lying there, I thought: This is not remotely Ethan. This is just a pile of skin and bones.

Ethan was gone.



And then—there is this, which people who don’t own dogs might not know. But as we walked to the door of our apartment—each time this happened—the silence within was terrible. No scratching toenails coming to the door, and then to walk inside the place we had to encounter a horrifying emptiness that reverberated for months.

Until we got another dog, and loved him as well.



[image: A line drawing of an Australian cattle dog with pointed ears, wearing a collar, standing upright and facing forward.]




Eddie by Ann Leary

I took my first steps clinging to the coat of our family’s Irish setter and maybe that’s why I have trouble navigating this world without one or more dogs by my side. I’m obsessed with dogs, I find them endlessly fascinating, and there was only a brief period when I didn’t have at least one. My husband Denis (also a dog nut) and I lived in a Manhattan apartment with two babies and zero dogs for about a year. The apartment was very small—but not too small, I decided, to share with a little dog. When we moved to a larger apartment, we adopted a slightly larger dog, and then I went everywhere with two dogs tethered to a double stroller. Our traveling nursery/petting zoo took up the entire sidewalk, so our longer walks to the park were in the early mornings, when the sidewalks were almost empty. Denis was away for work much of the time, and he didn’t like the idea of us going to the park at dawn. We could be mugged, or worse, according to him, with so few people out and about.

“Just make sure you take the dogs,” he insisted. “You’ll be fine if you bring them.”

I don’t think I’ve ever told Denis how flattered I was by those words. His suggestion that I bring the dogs, when, in fact, we were only outside because of the dogs, revealed a wonderfully distorted lens through which Denis viewed my parenting style. He thought I was a sort of no-nonsense Mary Poppins type who whisked our children outdoors at least three times a day—rain or shine. He imagined idyllic strolls, the children smiling up at passersby, Blood Fang and Cujo, whom I’d brought along for protection, padding silently at my heels, giving the stink eye to all potential muggers-or-worse.

Our dogs’ real names were Pongo and Rocky. They looked like slightly larger versions of Toto from The Wizard of Oz, but Blood Fang and Cujo were the names I planned to call out to them when we were approached by all the early-bird thugs Denis warned us about.

“Eaaaasy… easy there, Blood Fang,” I would command Pongo, just in case the approaching goalie-masked, knife-wielding figure had any ideas. “Wait, Cujo. Wait for it…”

I never used their powerful code names because Pongo and Rocky employed a shock and awe strategy of defense. They’d race back and forth behind the stroller, yapping and tangling their leashes in the wheels. I’d untangle them and they’d bolt forward, sled-dog style, dragging me and the delighted children behind. I’d stop the dogs; a child would climb out of the stroller and a dog would jump in. I’d toss the dog out of the stroller and wrestle the child back in. We’d take a few steps, a dog would yelp because I’d bumped his paw, I’d spill iced coffee on my baby’s head, my three-year-old would echo my whispered curses at the top of his lungs, and this would all happen before we’d even left our building’s lobby. Once we were outside in the freezing rain, nobody tried to hurt us, but quite a few chose to step into moving traffic rather than pass us on the sidewalk.

That was a few decades ago. Now I look back on that as one of the best times of my life, and I think of Rocky and Pongo as two of the best dogs in the world. We’ve had many more, and they’ve all been the best dogs in different ways. Most were rescues, and from the moment we met, I was besotted with each of them—with one exception—Eddie.

Families tend to have a type when it comes to dogs. Our family’s is the Rocky and Pongo type—friendly, scruffy terrier mixes. When we moved to the country, we added two Irish wolfhounds, because wolfhounds are the industrial-sized versions of Rocky and Pongo. From then on, we’ve always had at least three dogs living with us, most of them scruffy and cute, all of them sweet, playful, and trusting. Except for Eddie.

Eddie was a Pongo-and-Rocky type, and that’s what caused our daughter Devin to click on his profile. Like other young adults, she turned to a popular Internet site to find her soulmate. She lived in the city and had a great job that allowed employees to bring their dogs to work, so she spent much of her spare time on Petfinder, looking for her perfect match. Eventually she happened upon an endearing terrier mix that the rescue organization had named Chad.

There are many things I wish I’d done differently in this life, and a few things I deeply regret, but when I dip my cup into the darkest dregs of my soul’s deep well of remorse, I come up with Eddie. Specifically, allowing Devin to call him that instead of insisting she keep the name Chad. To be fair, this was ten years ago. “Chad” and “Karen” were just names at that time.

The other regret is that when we met young Chad, I didn’t urge Devin to pass on him, because I had some concerns. For one, he was closer to seven months than the three months the rescue had claimed. In my experience it’s best to adopt either a very young puppy or an adult dog. An adult dog is usually an open book. You can spend a little time with him or her and know if you’re with a snuggly lovebug, a jaded misanthrope, a clown, a sweet introvert, or a reactive fear biter. Eddie grew up to be all those things and more, but when we first met, he just seemed a little shy. I worried that he might have been mistreated and would have behavioral problems as a result. I worried he’d find the city overwhelming, because he reacted to abrupt movements or sounds by hiding adorably behind us. But he loved being held, the cutie! And after all, Pongo and Clancy the wolfhound had been timid puppies, and they grew out of it. Papers were signed, and Devin was weeping with joy that evening when Eddie climbed into her lap and covered her face with kisses, again and again.

Who rescued who, right?

Let’s cut to six months later. Chad had grown from a shy, scruffy puppy into a gangly, hyperactive nutjob named Eddie. He’d become increasingly anxious and was starting to show aggression toward strangers, which made him unpopular at Devin’s job. Devin hired a trainer in New York City to work with Eddie, making sure that the trainer only used positive reinforcement, because the last thing this dog needed was to be more afraid. The trainer worked on basic commands such as sit, stay, and come, but was never able to conquer Eddie’s fear of almost everything in his environment. Humans, dogs, bikes, children, sirens—most things one encounters on a short walk in New York City—were terrifying to Eddie.

Indoors, Eddie was almost as difficult. He watched TV the way the rest of us watched, immobile and transfixed. He was mildly interested in the plot but was waiting for the real action to start and the minute he saw an animal or a gun, he hurled himself across the room and tried to pull the TV from the wall with his claws and teeth.

When they visited us in the country, he could be in a separate part of the house when the TV was on, but he seemed to have ESP, because a commercial would come on, a woman would describe her constipation, and Eddie would race through the house to glare furiously at the TV. I’d wonder why, the commercial would cut to the woman walking a golden retriever, and Eddie would try to destroy the TV, again. We learned that Eddie memorized the jingles of all commercials with animals in them. He knew within one or two bars if an animal was going to show up. He ignored the relatively few commercials that didn’t have animals.

Devin found herself increasingly isolated by Eddie’s fear of others and frustrated by the restrictions he placed on her TV time. She loved Eddie and wouldn’t think of giving up on him, but spending the summer indoors, with the TV off and blinds closed, was not how she’d envisioned life with a dog. His special needs were causing problems with her work, which intensified my dislike of her “dog.” I use quotes because I realized that Eddie might not be an actual dog at all. He had the long legs and exact body shape of a coyote. His head, which he carried low, had pointy, upright ears and a tapered muzzle. Our dog Bowie was the same age, and when I compared the behavior of the two, Eddie seemed feral by comparison. Eddie snarled and barked at everybody who came in my house, and his barking wasn’t like any canine I’ve ever heard. He made the high-pitched screeching sounds that we heard coyotes make in our woods at night. Once, I glanced out the window and saw what I thought was a coyote stalking our little dog Holly and I screamed until I realized it was just Eddie trying to play.

It’s rare, but sometimes domestic dogs and coyotes breed, and after doing a little research, I became convinced Eddie was a “coy-dog.” Coyotes are more intelligent than most domestic dogs, and Eddie understood music. How had I not known? Based on Eddie’s wiry coat and whiskers, it seemed that somebody’s schnauzer had thought he was wooing a shy, anorexic genius of a dog, when in fact she was just a coyote. I learned that some people do have coy-dogs for pets, but usually not for long. They’ll eat the cat and bite the kids. Coyote sanctuaries have been created for these former pets, and there I saw our salvation. I would secretly do a DNA test and break the bittersweet news to Devin when we got the results. Eddie wasn’t who we thought he was, but there was a place for him. A paradise where he’d make plenty of wily new friends, a place with no sirens, traffic, or Petco commercials.

When Devin was traveling for work, I took Eddie to our vet, which was the only way to do a DNA test in those days. Three weeks later we received the results. Eddie would not be eligible for a coyote sanctuary. He was a dog. He was, in fact, fifty percent Australian cattle dog. Cattle dogs are also known as heelers because they were bred to herd cattle by biting their heels. Pit bull, Chihuahua, and husky was the rest of the toxic brew that resulted in Eddie, but I was really focused on the fact that he was half cattle dog, because many things suddenly made sense. Herding breeds are known for their intelligence, and in addition to memorizing music, Eddie had shown other signs of having a genius IQ. He never needed to be house-trained. He observed that the other dogs never relieved themselves in the house, so he went outside like they did. He was very keen and studied us with his long, intense stares.

Our previous dogs learned, over time, that when I put on makeup, I was not taking dogs with me, so they would sulk. When we packed suitcases, they were despondent. But it took months of observing our patterns of behavior before they were able to understand the relationship between, for example, the suitcase and our subsequent absence. Eddie was with us less than two days and he knew that when I put on lipstick, looking for my car keys would be my next move. He beat me to wherever I’d left them. I lose things constantly and say the words, “Where’s my phone?” at least four times every day. After a day of hearing those words, then seeing my joy at finding the phone, he would sniff out the phone so he could be there when I found it.

It sounds useful, but at the time, it was unnerving because of all the creepy staring. Dogs don’t usually like to stare or to be stared at because they consider a fixed stare to be a threatening behavior. Eddie didn’t seem to know this. Whenever I looked at him, he was staring at me. When I looked away, then glanced back in his direction, he was still fixated on me. If we were walking, he liked to be a little in front of me so that he could look up and bore holes into my eyes with his. The first time he jumped up onto our bed, fixed my eyes with his stare, and posed in a stiff semi-crouch, I felt my blood run cold. This is typically the behavior of a dog about to attack something. I said his name, his tail thumped, he bounced around, and I realized that it was just Eddie’s weird attempt to play.

Which brings up another problem. I found it hard to play with this dog, and I wanted to, because he didn’t seem happy. I’m prone to depression and anxiety, myself. I’m used to dogs who try to jolly me out of bad moods. Eddie was very tuned in. When I was anxious, he was extra-anxious; when I was sad, he looked suicidal, and who needs that? I like fun, happy dogs who enjoy things like playing fetch—a game I thought had universally accepted rules. The human throws a ball. The dog finds great joy in chasing it. The dog brings it back, which allows the throwing and chasing fun to continue.

When I held a ball or any other dog toy, Eddie experienced something closer to mania than joy. He shot into the air, screaming with eardrum-piercing yips and yowls, his jaws snapping too close to the hand that held the ball. When I threw the ball, he’d often catch it in midair, then bring it back and drop it at my feet. However, when I reached down to grab it, he’d snatch it away from me, often just missing my fingers. Then he’d drop it at my feet again. If I managed to somehow get the ball and throw it, he rarely chased it. Instead, he would lower his tail and look at me as if to say, “How can I taunt you with the ball if you throw it over there?”

One day, he accidentally grabbed my hand instead of the ball and I thought, again, how much this dog really sucked. I dropped the ball to see if I was bleeding. He picked it up just to drop it at my feet again, waiting for the moment to snatch it away from me. He was teasing me again. I’d had enough. When he started in with his shrill barking, I told him to sit, which he did.

“Stay,” I told him. He stayed. I was surprised he listened and obeyed in such an aroused state.

Then I leaned over and picked up the ball.

Now Eddie sat still but his tail wagged excitedly, and his eyes went from the ball in my hand to my eyes and then back to the ball.

“Yes!” I said, and I tossed him the ball as a reward for the sitting and staying. He caught the ball, held it for a moment, tail wagging furiously. Then he dropped it at my feet and sat down without my asking him to do so. He grinned up at me. This was the first time I’d seen Eddie show true happiness. When I told him to stay, he remained in the sitting position, grinning merrily, tail wagging, his eyes fixed on mine.

So began my education on how the herding dog’s mind works. When I play ball with other dogs, they are usually fixated on the ball. Eddie is fixated on me. Every time he’d dropped the ball in the past, and I’d reached for it, it was already in his mouth, because he had been studying me and knew what I was about to do. The fun for him wasn’t really about the ball at all; it was about anticipating what I was about to do and controlling my ability to do it.

Now I saw that in Eddie’s mind, he had taught me a game, which was “Make the Human Lunge at the Ball Then Curse.” He thought this game was fun, but I didn’t. I had tried to teach him a game of “Give Me the Damn Ball So I Can Toss the Stupid Thing,” which neither of us enjoyed.

Together, we changed the game. It looked like I was in wonderful command of this suddenly bright, eager fellow. He would do anything I asked, and I would reward him with the ball toss. Eddie believed I was under his firm control whenever I held a ball or toy. If I were a sheep or cow, he’d have watched to see what I would do, to choose the most effective reaction. He needed this kind of challenging engagement when we played. He stared at me, adrenaline surging because what would I do next? I said, “Spin!” He spun. I released the ball.

Soon I asked for other behaviors before I’d toss the ball. Lie down. Jump. Weave through my legs. I realized he hadn’t just been staring at me and others his whole life—he was trying to engage. I moved to flying discs. He learned to drop to a down position the minute I picked one up. He started running out on my command and catching the discs in the air. If he sat in front of me and I tossed one over his head, he’d stay motionless if I told him to do so. If I said, “Yes!” he’d do a back somersault and catch it midair.

I told Devin that I thought I should take Eddie off her hands. Cattle dogs aren’t cut out for city life, and I’d been watching videos of agility competitions. Eddie and I were going places.

Unfortunately, Eddie had some lameness in his front legs that recurred after any kind of rigorous exercise. Chasing balls and leaping for Frisbees made him limp more and more. It turned out he had dysplasia in both elbows. Our vet agreed that Eddie’s anxiety and reactivity might have been the result of his elbow pain. He’d probably had pain as long as we’d known him. But we also talked about the fact that intelligent dogs tend to be more anxious in general. They know too much, so they worry about what might happen. They read rooms. They need to focus on something to distract them from their dread, and I wished I’d understood this when Eddie was younger. I wished I’d been more sympathetic and less annoyed.

He had surgery, which helped his elbows, but jumping wasn’t great for him, so his agility and disc dog careers ended before they began. We turned to tricks, something I’ve always enjoyed teaching our dogs. He loved heeling, and soon I could walk forward, backward, or sideways with Eddie’s shoulder against my calf, his eyes eagerly trained on mine. When I combined tricks with the heeling maneuvers and added music, it looked like we were dancing. I took videos and posted them on Instagram and Facebook. He looks so cute and fun-loving in the videos that acquaintances ask to meet him. When I explain that he’s not friendly and might bite, they act like I’ve told them Lassie enjoyed mauling puppies when she was off camera. It seems impossible.

So, who rescued who? The answer is: Please shut up. I’ve always hated that cliché. We rescued Eddie. It’s unlikely he’d still be alive if we hadn’t fallen for his Chad-like ways as a puppy. He could never have lived with a younger family—we couldn’t have kept him when we had small children in the house. Our vet mentioned euthanasia as one of the options when Eddie’s elbows were first x-rayed, given the severity of the dysplasia and how expensive the surgeries would be. That was ten years ago. He’s gotten a bit fat and deaf, but he still commits new jingles to memory. A Purina commercial will summon him from a dead sleep upstairs down to the living room in plenty of time to protect us from the kitten he knows will appear twenty-four seconds in.

I mean, who else would put up with that?

He’s the lucky one.

Who would provide him with the joy of finding all the things I lose, had we not found him? Who else would let him spend hours gazing into her jaded eyes, forcing her to engage, to put the computer away, to dance and spin away from the brink of another dark place and back out into the sun again?
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Oscar by Paul Yoon


    I.

What’s in a name?

The truth is my dog’s name held no meaning for me when I named him. I was neither thinking of the writer nor the boxer nor the actor nor the grouch in the trash can when I blurted the name out as we were introduced to him for the first time.

He was three months old, in need of a home, long-limbed, skinny, and pale, with a scar on his nose from a fight with another dog.

He was all animal: restless, wary, and quick.

For a long time, I didn’t know how to hold him. Whether that was something I should do. He always felt impossibly far even as he approached, crossing the tiny apartment we lived in as he considered me and my wife over and over again—the tilt of his head, the lift of his brow—understanding before I did that we were all now connected.

I think in those early months, saying Oscar out loud—to him, to myself—was a way to bridge what I perceived to be a growing distance everywhere: A guard had gone up inside of me and I was having trouble breaking through.

I had never had a dog before. Though I didn’t say this to anyone, I wasn’t entirely sure I had even wanted one and had begun to feel less sure about the decision as more days passed. The dog was a promise to my wife, because she had always had one in her life, could no longer live without having one.

To me, for a long time—months, a year—he was a mysterious and new moving shape cutting suddenly and constantly into the frame of everything I saw around me, in everything I was used to: the space of our living room, the car’s rearview mirror, the sidewalk, a field.

I couldn’t stop looking at him.



Within that first year, he grows into those long limbs. He grows into an animal that is tireless. I don’t know what to do other than to take him for the longest possible walks, for hours, and then, when he is a little over two, he goes running with me.

He wants to go everywhere. He grows bored if we do the same route because he wants to explore and lift a hind leg and mark new things.

He embodies forward movement. It’s in his high shoulders and the ridge of fur along his spine—in public he has been called an alligator, a panther, a lion.

His bark booms like an earthquake and his growl seems to come from so deep within him, I wonder if there is another animal living inside.

He is, as a trainer once said, a whole lot of dog.

He is mischievous and playful, one thousand percent food motivated, understands that my wife is a mother figure and that I am less a father—more an equal, a sibling—and he is unafraid to tackle me or paw me or gnaw on my forearm, where I begin to accumulate a constellation of scars.

When he is three, he pretends he is having a stomach issue in the middle of the night, in his crate, and when I hurry across to open the door, he jumps directly into our bed, in the space where I was lying down.

This is the end of our use of the crate.

This is also, after those early years, when I begin to sense the last layer of that guardedness in me falling away, revealing a deep, inexplicable recalibration of how I think of him—when in the dark, tucked beside him in the bed, I find myself breathing as he breathes, my hand on his side, shyly, alert to the possibility that he might wake and bark at a noise outside, or that he might shift and lean against me the way my wife sometimes does.

I grow to want to be near his smell. His fur. To want to feel his tooth or nail on me.

I grow to be proud of those scars on my arms.

I grow to need him beside me on the couch as I write my books. That it’s because of him, as he literally lies on my lap, a few levels down from my gaze, that I learn to think about how to present things in my stories from different angles.

I begin to dream of him. Constantly, every night, my hand on his side.

In those dreams, he is never not moving. Never not leading.



At the time of writing this, Oscar is almost eleven years old.

In human years, he is not far from the age of my father. And like my father, Oscar has slowed. He has, these past few years, experienced an injury and arthritis; he sleeps more than he used to, no longer goes on runs with me, hesitates some nights at the bottom of the steps. But he is also seventy pounds of pure muscle, still bright-eyed, his bark thunderous, his gait that of a jungle predator.

My father spends most days in front of his computer or the television, watching golf and conservative news channels. He says more often than he used to things like God bless you and God be with you. He reads the Bible and prays. He wears clothes that are too large for him and shuffles a little and smells different than when he was younger. He suffers insomnia and, like Oscar, sleeps for one-hour stretches during the day.

When Oscar first met my parents, both my father and my mother stood some distance away, uncertain what to do with their hands. My mother refused to pet him. Then they told me that when they were children, dogs were chained outside, protectors of homes. Nothing more than that. (This was in South Korea, after the Korean War, when home invasions and theft were rampant.)

They would always get into the rat poison left out on the streets.

You never want to see that: a poisoned dog trying to breathe and move.



I tell everyone that he is not only my first dog, but that he will be my last. My wife doesn’t believe me, and maybe there are days when I don’t believe it myself. I say it because even for someone who writes for a living, it feels impossible to describe how much, in the past decade, he has become my life.

Impossible to describe, in large part, because the majority of our time together has been wordless. My relationship with him has been built on touch, gait, eye contact, the sharing of food, and our sleeping beside each other.

Yes, I speak commands to him. Some days, I even sing to him. I ask him if he is ready for his meal or a snack or whether he wants to go out for a walk, and he understands all of this. All this is tangible and real. But living with him has also been, over the course of eleven years, an act of constant, ever-evolving, silent imagination.

I am always imagining what he is thinking about or dreaming about or what it means when his eyes follow me or when he twitches his brow as I dust or vacuum the house. I am always imagining what the tonal differences mean in his alert barking and growling out the window.

All the different ways and patterns his tail sways.

How high or not so high the ridge along his spine sticks up.

Why some mornings I wake to him pressed against me and other mornings he is across the bed, against my wife.

I tell her he will be my last because I cannot fathom experiencing this again. Not because I don’t want to, but because my imagination is unable to fathom going through all this again, with another, as though going through it again might erase what has come before.

Which, is I realize, what I am really afraid of. That one day there will come a time when I will begin to erase Oscar, that I will no longer remember the feel of him—his smell, his voice—no longer remember what it was I used to imagine about him as he lay beside me.

That I will wake one morning in the future, long after his life, to find the scars on my arms faded, then gone.



Here is what I love about Oscar: the fact that I feel, every day, simultaneously, that I know every inch of him and yet know almost nothing about him. He has both remained a great and total mystery to me and become the least surprising being in our household.

I know that when he sits beside me at the dining table and places his front right paw on my knee as he sniffs my food that he is trying his best to be polite before politeness loses. I know that when he stands up and leans down for a beat longer than a stretch, his stomach is bothering him. I know that when he squeezes himself between my legs, it is a plea—for more food, to go outside, to help him when he’s feeling ill—which is different from when he squeezes between the legs of a stranger, which is one way he greets people he doesn’t feel threatened by.

I know there are eight benign bumps in his body that I worry with my forefinger and I know that, without fail, the moment my wife and I show physical affection toward each other, he will leap toward us, slip between us, and try to break it up as though he’s the chaperone at a school dance.

What does he feel on those paws as he traverses blocks of sidewalk or trail? What makes him lift off the ground suddenly in certain patches of snow, his body in an arc of pure joy?

What does he think of me?

Am I really a kind of father or sibling to him or something else that has no name?

And how does that thinking evolve and sway and shift throughout the course of the day?

Does he remember my wariness and uncertainty around him ten years ago?

Or his first three months before he entered our lives, which will forever be unknown to us?

Here is a dog who slipped once on top of a bench at the base of our bed and never once touched that bench again.

Here is a dog whom I will shake awake when I believe he is having a nightmare, not entirely sure if it is indeed a nightmare, only that it selfishly comforts me every time I am able to pull him back from wherever he was—someplace I will never have access to—his brown eyes anchoring into me, then his entire body stretching comfortably across the couch as he looks somewhere else.



When I think about my childhood these days, I see a boy on the steps in a house in the Hudson Valley, New York. He is surrounded by a group of small plastic toy soldiers that he gives lives to, entire narratives and stories that revolve around a single piece of string he has strung from one baluster to another, a string these toy soldiers will hang from, glide down, balance on, fall from.

As all this is happening, as he creates his imagined stories, the boy’s parents are somewhere in a far room with their friends. And as they speak in a language the boy himself is forgetting, he senses an abyss forming between him and his family and their community.

He senses it in his mother’s refusal to learn English and therefore her refusal to have an interest in anything he’s learning at school.

He senses it in his parents’ growing insularity, in how they will only socialize with fellow Korean immigrants at their church.

He senses it in their intensifying conservatism, which scares him, though why he cannot yet say, except perhaps he is afraid of how it makes them seem fearful themselves, how they will often make him join them in a prayer every time they get into a car in the hopes that they do not crash and die.

Years later, he will understand that they survived a war and a country at war—that their faith gives them a shape in the shapelessness that is a childhood of chaos and unimaginable violence.

That when they refer to a poisoned dog they are not really remembering a poisoned dog but a child being obliterated by a bomb.

Yet though he knows all this, they grow further and further away from him.

And as they all get older, they become more and more a mystery to him. And he becomes more and more a mystery to them.

He keeps remembering a single piece of string. The balusters.

An afternoon when he couldn’t think of a story for the soldiers and rode his bicycle up the hill instead, the way he ran into two dogs on the street who had gotten loose from their home.

They growled. They barked. They began to chase him.

He can’t remember now if he was terrified or absolutely delighted.




II.

In the middle of the pandemic, when Oscar is seven, he trips and falls on his side while chasing a squirrel up a tree. He has chased squirrels all his life and he has tripped and fallen all his life, but this time he makes a sudden noise as his body hits the ground, a new noise.

This is in central Florida, where we have found ourselves living temporarily, because my wife’s family is from there. I am living outside the northeast for the first time, in what feels like an alien planet and yet in some ways feels oddly similar to the Korean immigrant Christian community I grew up in, in the tight-knit group of my wife’s family members who are herdlike and rely on each other and see each other almost every week.

We take Oscar to a rehab vet, who tells us that Oscar has torn a shoulder muscle and that he’ll need to be in a brace for eight weeks. The brace will wrap around both of his front legs and across his shoulders, preventing his limbs from moving in different angles other than forward and backward.

The entire contraption looks like armor, and the first time we put it on Oscar, I gasp, not because I feel sorry for him—I do—but because he no longer looks like an animal to me.

He looks bionic. Machinelike.

He is aware of the pain in his body and he is aware that what we are doing to him is an attempt at healing that pain.

But he grows absolutely still and quiet whenever we put the brace on him. He doesn’t want to walk very far, which we know is good for him, good for that torn muscle to heal. But it’s difficult for me to see him this way, for him to not lunge forward.

On occasion, he will look at me as though wondering what has happened to him, to the world, and what we are doing here in this land that feels like it’s always on fire—where there are no seasons, no mountains, only blazing curtains of humidity, where there are lizards that jump on him and ride him and people driving on streets in golf carts with flushed cheeks and beer in cozies.

But it’s those eight weeks of recovery that pivot a wall in me, when I’m acutely aware that a clock has started, or been revealed, that this will all eventually end: the granular domesticity of making his food, of picking up his shit, of worrying his bumps, of wiping his paws; the time spent imagining what he is thinking about, what he is saying to me, what he dreams; my hand on him every night in bed, in some childlike hope that we are communicating, even in sleep, catching up on our days, sharing with each other what makes us laugh, what makes us afraid, what we love, what we hope tomorrow will bring, all the smells, whether we stare at the same thing when we pause on our walks and look out at mountains, shadows, the swaying of trees, that early star.



It’s surprising that I’ve never dreamt of his death. Or of a life after his death. It’s surprising because lately, in my waking life, I think about his death all the time. Or not precisely the moment of it, but when it will occur and what will the moment after be like.

I think about what we will do with his body.

I want to know where his soul travels to, in a way that I hardly ever of think of my own.

I think of my parents’ beliefs and other people’s beliefs and I want to believe in them all for the sake of my dog.

I will read about every atrocity in the morning paper and feel my chest break, but these days, I will quite literally weep if there is a report on animal cruelty in a lab or a report on a slaughterhouse or news about a moose who was rescued from a frozen lake.

On some mornings, while I’m out for a run, I will think of the certainty that a day is coming, sooner than later, when I will return to an empty living room—to an empty armchair or an empty couch—and I will be unable to keep running. I will give up, turn around, and hurry back home, ignoring the front door and going directly to the front window, to peer in as though I am a stranger: What surprises me every time is that he looks back at me as though I am indeed a stranger, briefly, ears up and forward, alert, before recognizing who I am.



People often ask me if I have a Korean name. The implication being why am I called Paul and whether that is my real name. Whether Paul is taking the place of something else, something more accurate to who I am, something, perhaps, more true.

Here’s what I’ve been told: Paul is my only, legal name because my father had been waiting for his own father to give me a Korean one. But his father, my grandfather, a world away, didn’t get to it in time, or couldn’t think of one by the time I was born.

So my father scribbled down the first name he thought of in that moment, from the Bible, on the hospital forms and my birth certificate, which are at my parent’s house, tucked in a folder, my infant footprints on them, ink-dark and full of shapes within shapes, lines within lines, each the size of a dog’s paw.

All this to say: My father gave as little thought to my name as I did when I named my dog.



When I ask my wife what the name Oscar means to her now, after eleven years of living with an Oscar, she replies, without hesitation: unbridled joy.

Is it a flaw deep in me that I don’t yet know how to answer this? That the impossible feeling of trying to describe him and what he has meant to me hasn’t been solved?

Is writing this my attempt at answering this?

I can say: It was, above all else, an animal that allowed me to explore and navigate all the landscapes outside the small tidy box I had created around myself.

But does saying that say enough?

Will there come a time long after he is gone, when hearing his name will no longer immediately evoke him? When he isn’t Oscar anymore but only the memory of a shape that used to cut across the frame of everything I saw—that is, the absence of that shape?

Am I, in some ways, writing this in an effort to give him a perpetual future?



Oscar gets through his injury, of course. He heals and gets better. Stronger.

It’s something to celebrate. He’s been cooped up. In truth, so have I.

So we escape Florida and drive up to visit the Hudson Valley, New York, home of my childhood and a place Oscar has been to before.

It’s a test, a trial run. We know we need to return to the northeast, namely for work—and for my sanity—and the Hudson Valley is, literally, the only spot in the United States that my wife and I can agree on as a place we can imagine living, together, for the rest of our lives.

Fall has started. The air crisp and cold. I’ve so badly missed the cold and the changing of seasons. Oscar has recovered enough where he can go on longer walks, on trails, and it’s during those times when the puppy in him comes back, when he is all energy, shoulders forward, privately stalking something that has been on the trail before him.

I watch him startle as a maple leaf spins and ricochets off his nose. I watch him hunt for any slope he can climb—something he did for years before the pandemic—and crest the ridge to stand at the top.

I watch him leap out when we pull into my parents’ house, remembering that it’s the one place where I don’t make him stay in the car until I put his leash on.

I’ve been trying to be good about seeing them every week, now that we’re up here for the season. I’ve spent all my life not seeing them, and on this particular day, my wife, on a deadline, is working in the apartment we’re renting, so it’s just us awkwardly navigating a greeting, as we always do, and my mother’s fear of Oscar—who each time remembers this fear and avoids her entirely—as we make small talk and I switch off the television that is always set to the conservative news station.

I know I should be a better son to them.

Instead, I do what I always do, which is constantly and restlessly move around in the house of my childhood. I’m always walking. Room to room. Not to pause and look at anything or to recall anything or to see what’s changed since the last time I visited—nothing has—but to simply move. Up and down. Outside to walk Oscar. Basement to grab a bottle of wine. Which means I’m not often in the same room as my parents, or at least not for very long.

This bothers Oscar. Maybe there’s some herding dog in him. He’s figured out that when he’s visiting my parents, the position to set himself in—the vantage point where he has the chance of seeing everyone—is at the top of the steps, peering down between the balusters.

But on this day, I have completely forgotten that he likes to do this.

And I have no idea why of all the days of visiting my parents that he chose this one, but he is up there like a statue, his nose pressed against a decades-old scissors mark that I made when I had to finally cut down the piece of string my toy soldiers used to hang on to.

I hold my breath. Then I call for him to come down.

He listens to me immediately, something he doesn’t often do, but I know it’s because he thinks we will go for a walk. I watch him lumber down the steps, looking for any lameness in his gait. He’s already been out, but I put on his leash.

I don’t remember what I tell my parents other than that I will come back. I put Oscar in the back seat of the car and drive away, and I keep driving, thinking at first that I’m heading back to my wife who will wonder what the hell I’m doing, leaving my parents like that.

But I don’t go to her. I take a road I haven’t been down in a long time, and Oscar immediately hops from the back into the passenger seat, recognition in his eyes as we pass the gas stations and the plazas and enter farmland and tall trees flanking the road, a farm stand he has visited in the summertime when he was younger.

We follow an ancient stone wall and then we pull into an empty parking lot and almost immediately he begins to whimper.

We are the only ones there. I let him out, unleashed, and he hits the trail before I do, moving swiftly and smoothly, always a little bit ahead of me, but always looking back to make sure I’m behind. We’re on a walking trail Oscar used to come to when he was a puppy, and little about it has changed, the way the path moves through stages of landscapes, first through the woods then slopes of open land, then eventually a long field that ends on a cliff overlooking the Hudson River.

It’s early afternoon. Windy. All sun.

I keep telling myself that we’ll go through the first stage in the woods and then I’ll see how his gait looks, and if he is looking stiff or sore, I’ll turn around. I tell myself that I should go back to my parents.

I keep seeing him between the balusters, staring down at me.

We don’t turn around. He’s looking the best he’s ever looked, as if he was never injured, and he keeps going farther ahead of me: out of the woods, up the slope, then onto the long field where I can, even from the distance, see a sliver of the river, the opposite side of the valley, a far bridge.

The wind grows stronger.

I watch his ears flap. His shoulders moving and the contentment in his tail.

A large bird flies overhead, but he ignores it, he doesn’t stop until he reaches the edge of the cliff. And even then he paces a little, as though trying to find a way past the edge, circling a bench and waiting for me to catch up.

But I don’t catch up.

I’ve stopped some distance away on the path. I can smell old leaves and rain as I watch his confusion and impatience as to why I’ve stopped.

I want to call him, to tell him to be careful, to ask him if he wants to move to New York, ask him if he has been happy with me, with us, and if he has felt loved and cared for, each and every day, but I am stunned by him, at how majestic and powerful he appears to me, standing there on the edge that overlooks the great river, his coat catching the sun, like he’s something not of this time.

For a moment, I forget where I am.

Then the bird’s shadow reappears in the field.

And Oscar, in the distance, takes a step toward me, and I’m filled with tremendous, overwhelming gratitude.

So I crouch. I open my arms. I say his name, once, in the wind, and wait to see what he will do.




[image: A line drawing of a fluffy Polish Lowland sheepdog, looking up with a curious expression.]




Afterword Shelby

During the editing of this book, I lost my beloved Polish Lowland sheepdog, Shelby, to kidney disease. Her death was fast and unexpected, but I was able to be with her at the end of her life. She came to me a few months before my husband left me for one of my friends. I suspected he walked Shelby to meet up with his girlfriend, and I was fairly certain that Shelby would have wanted to tell me what had gone on during any walks down country lanes.

Shelby was always by my side, and for more than ten years we were inseparable, especially during Covid. She was my sister, my daughter, my baby, my friend. She was my everything. She had so many human friends that I spent several days writing back to those who sent condolence letters. But nothing could console me, and nothing ever will. Someday I will likely have another dog, but it will not be Shelby. In reading these essays I realize they are all about loyalty and love. How lucky we are to have a dog in our lives. How treasured our time with them is. I have come to realize there is not necessarily one best dog in the world, but, if we’re fortunate, many best dogs, who each enrich our lives in different ways.

In the essays contained here there are stories about loss and family, about new relationships and hardships, but each and every one is about love. Thank you to the writers who shared their stories, and to the dogs who changed their lives, and thank you to my Shelby, who quietly helped me through my darkest hours and who every day of her life loved me, no matter what.

—Alice Hoffman
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