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            As the traveller who has lost his way throws his reins

on his horse’s neck and trusts to the instinct of the animal

to find his road, so must we do with the divine

animal who carries us through this world.

For if … we can stimulate this instinct,

new passages are opened for us into nature …

and metamorphosis is possible.

            FROM ‘THE POET’ BY RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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            Do you remember when we met?

That’s the day

I knew you were my pet.

I wanna tell you

How much I love you.

            FROM ‘SEA OF LOVE’ BY PHIL PHILLIPS AND GEORGE KOURY
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         
            She might have had months left of her dog-years,

but to be who? She’d grown light as a nest

and spent the whole day under her long ears

listening to the bad radio in her breast.

            FROM ‘MERCIES’ BY DON PATERSON (B. 1963)
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         IF YOU ARE wise, you prepare for a long time. After about nine years not a day passed without the awareness chiming, like the sound of a small brass bell in an Eastern temple.

         Ping … just there, at the edge of the imagination.

         The tiny alarm that warns, ‘It is coming…’

         But certainly not a passing bell… not yet.

         Ping … just a reminder that the lifespan of a dog or a cat is very short and therefore you must prepare for its end. The more you love your pet, the more you must make ready, like taking out an insurance policy. Our beloved Maltese dog, Bonnie, would soon die. This is the law of the universe.

         So I would make my husband consider where we might bury her when the time came, even though this was an act of cruelty to a man who cannot bear harsh realities. His face would shut down; if he were a child he would have stuck his fingers in his ears. But I was relentless:

         A grave in the walled garden?

         No, he said, it would become waterlogged in winter, with the river so near, and ‘I wouldn’t want her to be cold.’

         A grave by the wooden bench at the top of the garden, where we enjoy the last evening sunlight?

         Maybe. ‘She’d be with us while we have an evening drink.’

         A grave near our Buddhist statue of Kwan Yin, in her gazebo?

         Possibly, because then (I thought) Bonnie would be looked after by the goddess of compassion. 

         These are not conversations anyone wishes to have, yet I told him stoutly that I had to get both of us ready, because we must all prepare for loss. All of us. You and me both. How confident I was (after many years of writing and broadcasting about bereavement and an advice column as well, not to mention six novels that all deal in different ways with loss) that I knew what I was doing. That I could analyse my own feelings in a mature way…

         Ah, how the mighty fall!

         When the time came I felt weak, helpless, bewildered. Of course, my little dog’s death, a couple of months before her fourteenth birthday, was not a shock. Of course I knew it had to be approaching because her heart had begun to murmur small protests at the length of days. The young vet nodded with grave sympathy when I said (using my wise, steady ‘public’ voice), ‘I do know that I’m having to face up to the end of her life.’ Surely I must have been ready.

         But no. I shuddered in disbelief, like a vehicle rammed sideways in an unexpected accident. A whiplash to the spirit. This one small death pushed me out of my safety net and on to a murky path I did not recognise. It took a month of grief before I began to realise that, yet again, my funny little animal companion was teaching me lessons far greater than the sum of her (very) small parts. Our journey together would continue, even though one of us would be invisible.
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         Let me step back, to when she was a baby and life was steady, or so I thought. Bonnie was abandoned in Bath in June 2002. She had been left tied to a tree in a park by persons unknown, picked up and taken to the RSPCA Cats’ and Dogs’ Home. Who would do that to an elegant little six-month-old Maltese pup? Fertile bitches are valuable, after all. I used to imagine her watching the cruel person walk away, trying to follow until she almost choked…

         No wonder she hated being left alone. I used to torture myself with ‘what-ifs’ – for example, she could have been used as a football by drunken young men high on drugs and savagery. Such things happen.

         But from the moment I collected her on 20 June (which happened to be my mother’s seventy-eighth birthday) we would never leave each other ever again, apart from holidays when she stayed with my family. Oh, she was lucky to have been tied to that tree – and I was lucky to give her the best home a dog could have. She was only a silly little chalky squiggle on the blackboard of the world, but she wrote large lessons in love.

         I’d never been a dog lover. In 1994 it had taken me many months to decide to get my first husband a Labrador (Billie) for his fiftieth birthday and then a Border collie (Sam) one year later. You need to think carefully about giving a home to any animal; too many people are criminally irresponsible or just plain stupid – as the rescue homes bear unfortunate witness. I took good care of Billie and Sam and liked them a lot, just as I was fond of our four cats, Django, Louis, Ella and Domino. It was my whim to call all the pets after musicians: respectively, Holiday, Cooke, Reinhardt, Armstrong, Fitzgerald, and Fats. Now the tiny white dog was named for one of my favourite singers, Bonnie Raitt – although a red setter would have been a more fitting animal for that great country-rock star.

         But taking good care of an animal is not the same as loving it. I had thought I loved Louis, a Burmilla, but realised (once Bonnie arrived) that while I admired his beauty and was fondest of him among the pack, that wasn’t quite enough. All the pets delighted me, especially when the four cats and now three dogs followed me all the way through our small wood on a summer evening walk, as if I were the Pied Piper. But Bonnie made me realise I had never loved an animal before. This woman who had rarely adored a man at first sight, and who always liked to be in control of events, fell in accidental love with a small white dog. And that powerful emotion moved me on, like a ratchet, never to go back. Bonnie transformed me into a dog lover.

         She came to live on a beautiful hilltop farm just outside Bath’s city boundary, with assorted horses, sheep and cows. All were rather fascinated by the petite pooch – especially the sheep, since there was something of the lamb about her. My husband and adult children all liked her and life seemed perfect. But when, exactly a year later, my marriage began to unravel after thirty-five years, Bonnie became more than a pet; she was my chief comforter. The abandoned creature I had rescued now held out her paws and rescued me, the abandoned human. I had given her what they call a ‘forever home’ but now all my own certainties of ‘forever’ were collapsing like playing cards around my head. I cried into her fluffy coat, and – alone at night – reached out my hand and found, in the tiny bundle of warmth, solace out of all proportion to her size. She was always on the same spot in the bed and I whispered to her in the darkness on those long, hot, sleepless nights, knowing she was listening.

         Animals are faithful. Humans are not. Although she too missed the man who was unquestionably leader of the pack – she was mine. ‘It’s just you and me against the world,’ I told her and those jet-black button eyes looked back at me with an intelligence that understood every word. And reassured me that, yes, she would walk with me all the way through the valley of sadness until we both came out the other side. She was there when I packed boxes, when I left our hilltop home, when I said goodbye to all the other pets (who would remain with my soon-to-be ex-husband), when I walked through the door of my own new house in the city, where buses ran past the door. She watched me arrange my books on new bookshelves and unpack crockery in a strange kitchen. This constant little dog was for life.
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         I detest the term ‘handbag dog’. My Bonnie was rough and tough and thought she was huge. She ran with the big dogs and got as muddy as they. Soft and clingy (to me) as she certainly was, she’d yap up a storm to keep enemies away. Sometimes in the street she’d take on a much bigger dog – tiny back legs splayed aggressively, needle teeth bared, ‘bark’ certainly more powerful than her small bite could ever be. She always made people smile, no matter who they were. Her role in life was to spread happiness.

         But it was also to give me ideas. I wrote occasional articles about her exploits. Then one day in 2004, alone in the new home, I was thinking I must return to writing children’s books, since my ‘Kitty’ series had been such a success. But what to write? I flexed my bare foot under my desk – and it encountered a soft doggy coat. In that second, the first of my ‘Bonnie’ books came into my head: Big Dog Bonnie, about a silly little white dog from a rescue home who goes on to raise the spirits of the whole family in the aftermath of separation. I would not have written these books had I not been through that experience myself and known the consolation of a pet. Five more titles followed (Brave Dog Bonnie, Best Dog… etc.) and I visited primary schools and literature festivals with her, reading to children and answering their questions about books and pets. Afterwards Bonnie would sit on my knee, and we had a special stamp of her paw print made, so she could ‘sign’ the books too. Naturally children were delighted. In our home city, Bath, they would call her name in the street, and I handed them her business card, which said ‘You’ve just met the famous Bonnie’ and (on the reverse, for marketing) listed the six Bonnie titles.

         She inflicted severe punishment when I had to go out and leave her behind for an hour or two. She couldn’t bear it, which is why it rarely happened. If I went away for work my parents looked after her and once my daughter Kitty did too – taking her on the London Underground, which experiment failed when she shivered in terror. My daughter was later somewhat to limit her sympathy for passionate doggy-love when I announced that Bonnie was the only bridesmaid I desired when I remarried in 2008. Who else? Kitty feared that having a dog on a lead as bridesmaid would be seen as … what? … unserious. Was it appropriate to have a dog in church? I told her that if everybody in the small congregation smiled at the spectacle it would suit me well, because it was my dog’s job to amuse onlookers (she really was very small) and to make me happy. Besides, the vicar thought it a wonderful idea and told me with approval that St Francis blessed all animals. So Bonnie (decked with a purple feather, collar and lead to match my dress) walked down the aisle with me and then sat on my mother’s lap throughout the service.

         In the spring of 2010 my first memoir was published – again with Bonnie as inspiration. A Small Dog Saved My Life told the story outlined above: how she came into my life and then saw me through dark times of separation and divorce – just as countless people have been helped by their dogs. I told stories about famous owners (from Mary, Queen of Scots and Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mickey Rourke) who depended on their little dogs too. That book drew to its close with my remarriage, a new job as advice columnist at the Daily Mail, and thoughts about the nature of loss. Even then, starting to prepare, I wrote, ‘Imagining the death of your beloved pet puts you into training.’

         At the end of that memoir I described going with my second husband Robin and Bonnie to view a farmhouse six miles outside Bath. He had moved into my house; now it was time for us to find our house. I didn’t fall in love with the rather ramshackle place but it suited other family needs as well as ours since my son and his girlfriend (later wife) would move into the cottage that came with the property. I wrote:

         
            As we stood and looked back at the ancient house, frantically doing sums to see if it might be possible to afford it, Bonnie leapt through the meadow grass and lapped from the river that ran through the garden. Her impractical paws were already muddy; there was a burr stuck to her ear. The lapdog with the jewelled collar looked in her element at the thrilling prospect of coming full circle, and being a country dog again.

         

         So we moved. And now I write this, six years later, in the home which feels so empty without the little muse whose spirit still fills my study. And the sitting room. And the window seat. And the bedroom. She is still everywhere.

         Life is so short; loving is long.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         It is the end of October 2015. Bonnie has grown old. We used to marvel at her helicopter take-offs – miraculously managing the vertical leap to a sofa at least four times her height. Now we have to lift and carry her more and more. She coughs in the night. The vet identifies a heart murmur and she lies curled on her bed most of the day, a husk of the dog who once bounded through long grass, up and over, like a small wave breaking on the shoreline.

         Just like all those who adore and depend on their companion dogs, or cats (or rabbits, or gerbils, or any other creature you love), I lie awake wondering when the time will come. Then anxiety about her exhaustion and some incontinence forces us to the vet, who suggests a blood test. Something wrong there … enzymes … too much of one, not enough of something else? To be honest I don’t take it in. Ignorance can be a refuge. The heart murmur is enough; my own heart is weighed by the anticipation of sorrow.

         Very early on Monday 2 November, Robin rises for the long drive to France, leaving Bonnie and me asleep. He has business in the Alpine Savoie region, with no choice but to go because somebody else must be met there. Both of us are helpless before our shared premonition. It should be said that my husband adores this creature just as much as I do. He took her on, with me, his older wife, as well as my adult children, elderly parents (born in 1922 and 1924 respectively), friends, busy career and occasional ‘public’ role as chair of this or that charitable appeal. He was glad to look after us all, but the small white dog was the cherry on the cake. We made no secret of the fact that she became our child substitute and felt no embarrassment about our ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’ labels. This is normal among pet lovers: yes, you can be ‘Mummy’ to a moggy and ‘Daddy’ to a Dobermann, and who cares if some people think you silly? After all, this is just another way of adding to all the love in the universe.

         As simple as that.

         But for a couple who might feel wistful that they could not have a family together, the four-legged creature is all the more like a baby. Our baby. A permanent puppy (because of her diminutive size) to be doted on with crooning endearments: Rabbit, Squiggy, Baby-dawg, Poupée, Lamby, Fluffy, and more. So silly … the names we all bestow on lovers and on pets.

         Animal lovers embrace their own fond foolery, perhaps because they know (even if subconsciously) that such apparent childishness in fact reflects a wisdom that excludes those outside the ‘club’. As a student I was passionate about the poetry and art of William Blake – work that also sits outside the pales of normality, reason, respectability, common sense and order. He published his Songs of Innocence and of Experience in 1794, the lyrics in ‘Innocence’ expressing the vulnerable lightness of the child, and those in ‘Experience’ bringing inescapable knowledge of sin, exploitation, pain, loss and death. Children are symbols of innocence, of course, and so is the Lamb, but both are finite, because the world of experience cannot be avoided, no more than death itself. But Blake believed that afterwards there came another state – that of higher innocence. I can still remember the exhilaration I felt at the age of twenty when I learned this. (Now the idea of higher innocence embraces the love of an animal to me … but we’ll come back to this at the end.)

         That day it seems that Bonnie’s symptoms are worse: the floppiness, the little cough, no appetite, the look in her eyes, puzzled and pleading. So I take her back to the vet and leave her, for a test under anaesthetic. Later I wish she had not been subjected to this, but at the time you do what seems right. How could I have known this was the penultimate day of her life? That her stressful time at the vet was an utter waste of precious hours we could have spent together? While she is there I take pre-booked phone calls from radio stations (the BBC and Radio Europe) – two interviews that force me to focus on promoting my book Lifelines by talking about the varieties of human experience, in life and love. I hear mature, sensible words coming from my own mouth, but all I can think about is my poor pet. At this point in time she is my life and my love – notwithstanding husband, children, grandchildren, parents and dear friends. It is as if my consciousness has dwindled (or perhaps enlarged?) to a tiny white light in the shape of a Maltese dog.

         On Tuesday evening she tries some chicken and I send a video to Robin in France. Bonnie is eating! Nine hundred miles away he shares my rejoicing at the first good sign for about five days. Therefore I feel hopeful the next day about administering the medicine. My daughter-in-law Aimee (a dog lover, of course) gently holds her small mouth open while I use the dropper. Bonnie will recover. We will have more time. I know it.

         That afternoon I have to go to the dentist for unpleasant root-canal work. My parents have always looked after Bonnie when needed, so are glad to have her dropped off with them, carried in asleep on her soft cushion-bed, pale blue patterned with red roses. My father had a dog called Brownie when he was a small boy in Liverpool; my mother has never been a doggy person. Nevertheless Bonnie is loved equally by them both and has been a cherished companion to my father especially, who found that taking her for walks in the park led him to friendly encounters with strangers. That’s what dogs (and surely no other pet – not in the same way) can do. They open us outwards. They bound ahead of us into the hearts of strangers. Dogs have no need of mindfulness meditation, nor Buddhist teachings: they embody unalloyed receptiveness and simultaneous generosity. For the moment, for the sensation, for the glory of the ‘now’ … they live.

         In the dentist’s chair I watch the autumn sky darken. The view from the window is of tall trees, behind the graceful crescents and terraces of the eighteenth century which bring people across the world to this city. The elegant room might once have been a parlour, where ladies took tea with guests. For all I know Jane Austen might have visited this very house in The Circus. Now it contains state-of-the-art dental equipment – and today hosts a miserable but stoical female, with her mouth open, willing her mind to concentrate on the life in those bare trees.

         At the start of my hour in the surgery I can see the squirrels clearly in silhouette against the tanzanite sky. They run to and fro along the branches and as I focus on them (to take my mind off what the dentist is doing) it occurs to me that perhaps I am the only human being witnessing their activities. That nobody ‘knows’ them (even briefly) except me. Concentrate. Do not think of teeth, nor Bonnie, but meditate on the life of the grey squirrel. I like these creatures, even though I have heard them dismissed as ‘tree rats’. So what? I quite like rats too and it bothers me not a bit when I see one at home. We live in the countryside between Bath and Bristol and since this edge-land is always under threat from developers, I choose to support and celebrate all the wild creatures that inhabit it, even the small brown rat in the drainpipe just outside our kitchen window. They were there before we humans invaded and hopefully will survive when we have gone. Some certainly will; rodents especially have strong survival instincts. Rats and squirrels will rule.

         There is such beauty in squirrel movements. Along a branch runs one, undulating like a wave, then stopping suddenly to rear up and sit there, as if the wave froze in its moment of breaking. Then down again, four paws on the crinkly bark, and more of that wavy running, then a small jump across the void to the next branch, tiny claws gripping, making it sway. Oh, little trapeze artiste! Another squirrel echoes these movements above. And another, and another – criss-crossing in their empire. This constant activity, this glorious busyness, is awe-inspiring, if you allow it inside your head. Those small animals know things of which I have no comprehension. Despite my discomfort, and the anxiety about my dog, which nags more deeply than any dental pain, I suddenly feel a huge groundswell of – yes – love for small grey rodents high above Bath, and gratitude that I have been singled out to notice their grace in their natural element. Briefly it banishes dejection.

         But the sky darkens rapidly, from the pellucid blue-violet to intense indigo to midnight (at five o’clock on a November afternoon) and soon they have gone, swallowed into night.

         (As I shall be, and you, and the pets we love.)

         ‘You did very well,’ says the young dentist at last, praising my absolute stillness in his chair. A good patient.

         ‘I was watching squirrels,’ I say, and he laughs, as though I made a joke.

         At my parents’ house, mouth numb and swollen, I ring the doorbell and look glumly through the glazed panels at their familiar hall. Then what feels like a miracle occurs. Their living-room door on the left opens and Bonnie walks to the front door – as she always did, hearing the bell, longing to greet me or both of us, after a night at the theatre, or somewhere else we could not take a dog. So many years of yipping with excitement to see us, and scratching ecstatically at the wood to welcome her humans, but tonight I certainly do not expect it. She has not walked properly for days. But there she is.

         My mother follows to open the front door and I gasp with delight as I bend to scoop up my pet.

         ‘Look, she walked to meet me!’ I babble. ‘How amazing! I’m so thrilled! She must be getting better!’

         The dog walked to the front door in response to the bell, as she has for nearly fourteen years. What else can I do but take it as a sign, if not of recovery, of reprieve? The glass is half full; my parents share my elation. ‘She likes being in this house,’ my mother says.

         Shortly afterwards I bid them goodbye. On the passenger seat, curled in her soft blue bed patterned with red roses, Bonnie sleeps. Despite my numb mouth I feel a great sense of calm, a mood probably begun by those squirrels. Nature wraps me round in a comfort-blanket of acceptance, as passing headlights briefly illuminate the interior of my car … flash, flash, flash, like moments of insight … along the four-mile road to our home.

         Fifteen minutes later I pull up outside the dark house, rush to put on lights, then lift Bonnie out of the car. Is that a sudden tremor I see? Hard to tell in the darkness. Reassuring her with the usual pet names, I carry her bed from the car and into the breakfast room, bending to put it down in the usual place.

         Then she shudders.

         I fall to my knees on the stone-flagged floor.

         Small shocks shiver through my dog’s frail body and I know what is happening. This little life is running out. Her flesh is suffering earth tremors, but her soul is scampering along the branch of a high tree and will soon leap into the air, falling beyond the blue dark, to where I cannot catch her.

         Picking up bed and dog in one swift motion I deposit the precious bundle on the red-and-white checked cloth on our kitchen table and drop down into the chair at its end. Then I lean forward to wrap both arms around the bed and squeeze it tight around her, knowing that she can feel herself enveloped in this last maternal hug. My face buried in her white fur, my sobs echo the tremors of her tiny body and I wail, ‘Oh, my darling, you must go. You need to rest now. You don’t have to stay for me, my Bonnie. You can go. I love you and I’ll never forget you. But you must rest…’ 

         These are the last words she will hear – and it will comfort me forever that she died with them in her ears, feeling the strength of my arms. Her tongue is lolling out (as it always did, comically in age, with no front teeth as a barrier) and as the tears stream down my face, something impels me to stroke a forefinger across my cheek, wet it, and tenderly anoint her tongue. Miraculously she pulls it back into her mouth, drawing the last kiss into her body, and then the tiny point of light in her dark eyes dwindles and goes out.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         There was a great stillness in the room. ‘Bonnie?’ I called and thought she heard, even giving her a small shake to be sure. But she was no longer there. Then I telephoned my husband in France and his disbelief echoed my own, because first she had eaten that morsel of chicken and then he placed his faith in medicine, as you do. We had just denied what was inevitable – as people will.

         His voice broke up. I said goodbye then ran to tell my daughter-in-law, who was putting her three-year-old to bed in the cottage next door. Barnaby’s little face was solemn as he saw his grandmother cry for the first time ever, and could not understand why his mother hugged her, why her eyes grew wet too, why there was this change in the air…

         I returned to my dog – so silent, so still – but, minutes later, Aimee brought Barnaby down in his pyjamas, explaining that the little boy wanted to see Bonnie, wanted to say goodbye. But how can a small child understand the meaning of the diminutive corpse on a blue bed patterned with red roses, lying so strangely on the kitchen table where no dog should be – especially when his own mother bends to put a kiss on the dog’s head?

         Beyond understanding for me, let alone a child.

         I telephoned my daughter – because, after all, a family pet is just that. Kitty, now heavily pregnant, was twenty-two when Bonnie arrived in our lives. The presence of the small white dog was a constant as she graduated, started work, saw her parents separate, left to travel with a friend for six months, came back to celebrate her grandmother’s eightieth birthday, courted, got engaged, married, bought a home, moved again further into Bath, chose a large black Labradoodle they called Freddie, had her first child, moved again to be near us in the country, fell pregnant again… Kitty pretended to be irritated by Bonnie’s yaps, but was fond of my dog and dreaded the inevitable end.

         Now, as he was putting their three-year-old, Chloe, to bed, her husband Ed (who would never have said lapdogs were his thing) decided that they could not possibly leave me alone, but would come – all three of them plus Freddie – to be with me, bearing supper and champagne.

         ‘We have to toast Bonnie,’ Kitty said.

         And so we would.

         But first, before they arrived, moving like a zombie, I set about preparations to honour my dog. All my life I have loved ritual; this was instinctive. First I photographed her in the blue bed patterned with red roses. Then I found a piece of cardboard about 50 by 30 centimetres, and wrapped around it one of my shawls, patterned in pale green and turquoise, the colours of nature and the spirit. Then I gently lifted Bonnie (still warm, still soft) on to this ‘bier’ and folded the fabric around her, so that just her head showed. She looked as if she were sleeping on her left side, safe in a rather elegant bed.
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         Next I carried her into the conservatory/dining room that leads through doors off our kitchen – unheated in winter, unless for a special occasion. On the glass dining table I placed my little dog, and lit a tall double candlestick at her head. Then I set tea lights around her, and one scented candle wafting summer jasmine into the cool room, in defiance of the wintry darkness outside. Finally I photographed her again, from two sides. The significance of these pictures would only dawn on me months later.

         When my son arrived home to the news, he walked down from his house and stood with Bonnie, just thinking and reaching out to her with his good heart, while I went upstairs to wash my face. Then the others arrived, my son-in-law pressed my shoulder in silence, then lifted Chloe to say goodbye to Bonnie. Like her cousin, she looked puzzled, and I wondered if she would remember this moment – with the small dog ‘asleep’ and the glow of candlelight in the dark room and the scent and the adults solemn because something had happened. When she was in bed at last, Kitty, Ed and I drank a toast to Bonnie and all the happiness she had brought with her – all innocent of cause and effect, as she was, as pets are.

         Then they cooked supper for me, and we sat at the kitchen table where she had been, and ate, and Ed and I drank wine, while Kitty did that unconscious stroking of her belly pregnant women do, as if they possess the key to the secret of new life and want to convey its mystery by the smallest, most tender gestures.

         And when they had gone to bed I took a last glass of red wine into the conservatory, where the candles still flickered around the small white dog who was just sleeping, I could fancy, breath lifting her white fur beneath the pale shawl, ready to come back. But of course the one black eye I could see was open, fixed, glazed, seeing nothing.

         I must have kept that silent vigil, staring at my dog’s face, for an hour, growing so cold in that room, as the tea lights went out one by one. At last, rather drunk now, I knew it was time for bed. So I blew out the pillar candles, bent down to press a kiss on her cheek, and whispered, ‘Goodnight, my pet – I’ll see you in heaven.’ [image: alt]
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         
            My little dog is buried at the top of our garden,

and I grieve for him as if he had been my little human child.

            JANE WELSH CARLYLE (1801–1866)
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         WHEN EDITH WHARTON’s last dog died she was devastated. The great Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist who wrote The Age of Innocence and The House of Mirth and was fearless in her rejection of accepted notions of female behaviour – this formidably intelligent, cosmopolitan woman was plunged into the blackest grief at the loss (in 1937) of her Linky. To make it worse, the terrible decision to have the darling Peke euthanised had been her own. Remembering this, in the immediate aftermath of my own sadness, I reflected that Bonnie and I were fortunate, because she had the best passing a dog could wish for – at home, with me and with no intervention. I had only to imagine her dying at the vet’s…

         Yes, we were lucky. Hers was a good death.

         Not so poor Linky’s. On the night of 11 April, when it was over, Wharton imagined she saw her little dog’s ghost by her bed. The following day all she could write in her diary was a broken statement: ‘Can’t remember. Oh, my little dog.’ She told a friend, ‘I wish she could have outlasted me, for I feel, for the very first time in my life, quite utterly alone and lonely.’ At last, on 26 April her diary records a cry of anguish: ‘Oh, how shall I get used to not seeing Linky any more?’ She became ‘tired and depressed’, noted down, ‘Cannot forget my Linky’ – and then, four months to the day after her beloved lapdog was put to sleep, Edith Wharton died of a stroke. She must have known that her great novels would give her immortality, but it is easy to understand why the tired, childless woman of seventy-five had no wish to go on living without what she called ‘the heartbeat at my feet’.
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