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Truth and the Art of Memoir
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These are the facts as I remember them. If any event or description is inaccurate, it is because my memory is fallible. Recall is a process linked to personal agenda, to some extent, and the details that resonate with each one of us are dependent on their direct import to us. That is, if I say that Mary was a fat woman with red hair and big feet, you may remember only that Mary is a terrific joke teller. Hence, her physical description is either flawed, misremembered or doesn’t have any residual meaning for the reader. I make this distinction because I know I can count on certain people to believe that (1) I am talking about them when I’m not, or (2) because other  people will almost certainly dispute the facts as given. 

I have tried to tell the complete truth except where I have changed names and physical descriptions in order to protect peoples’ privacy. I’m not trying to make anyone look bad, except myself in some circumstances, but I had to include an element of personal history to better illustrate my own journey to the present. In doing so, I can say with confidence that I have not purposefully misrepresented any of the content of this book. 

These are my thoughts and opinions. I have attempted to recall details, interactions and observations as they actually took place. The only liberties I have taken have been those that do not affect the overall narrative, i.e., I may have changed the color of a shirt or the name of a restaurant, but the essence of what happened is true to the best of my ability to recollect it. Memory being subjective, I can only say that I have worked hard to recreate events as they actually occurred.

I have not written this book to offend or hurt anyone in any way. It was necessary to convey certain details in order to illustrate my state of mind and/or the actions I took at the time. I have done my best to protect the privacy of all people involved. I have been corrected on some points of fact and chronology and to that I can only say that this book represents my truth.
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Introduction
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Lying Down with Dogs: The Story of Other Mothers
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I won’t try to convince you that starting an animal rescue organization is rocket science. It was, in fact, a labor of love. I did it. You can do it, too. Whatever your passion, I give you license to jump in with both feet. In fact, I insist. There’s something empowering about following one’s muse. It allowed me to find a power within myself that I didn’t know I possessed. It allowed me to find love in my heart where I didn’t know it existed. 

I want to share with you what it was like when I first hatched the idea to start Other Mothers Animal Rescue and when I encountered challenges along the way, the exhilaration of saving one tiny life and the heartbreak of failing to. I want you to know that it has all been worthwhile. There are days when I would rather stay in bed. And there are moments when there’s no place else I’d rather be than extricating a half-drowned kitten from a storm drain or sitting up all night with a laboring pit bull.

The challenge is this: No matter how singular our vision, no matter how determined and focused one may be on the end result, life happens along the way. We become distracted, disheartened and disinclined to continue with our endeavors. Sometimes our challenges are small and sometimes they are literally matters of life and death. But we have to push on. We have to keep living and striving for the things we believe are important.

More than anything, I want to show you that we are each the culmination of every experience in our life. No matter what you have done or what you have been through, you can thank every mistake and misadventure for who you are today. Putting it mildly, I had a traumatic childhood. Without that experience, I’m convinced I wouldn’t be the person I am now. And though I’m not a great person, I am a decent one. 

I first began to write this book as a memoir, striving to capture and enumerate every bump along the way to starting Other Mothers, starting in childhood and culminating in – TA DA! – the realization of my dream. After I finished that first draft, I realized that what I want to share with you is not so much about me and more about how you can do this too. I scrapped the strict memoir format and started all over again. What follows is the story of Other Mothers Animal Rescue. I am a part of it although I guess you can also say that it is a part of me. Unavoidably there are memoir-ish aspects to my tale. Try not to dwell on them as I have myself chosen not to. They are important to the story but they are not the story.

The story is about the animals. You could substitute anyone’s life details for my own and still come up with the same results. This is a story of one person’s small effort to save animals and, to an extent, what they learned along the way. Mostly, it is about how marvelous the animals were and are – how beautiful, how resilient, how miraculous – all the things we wish we could be ourselves. And they make it look so easy. It is a tribute to all the animals that have passed through my life and a testimonial to their healing nature.
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Scrapping the Memoir
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Last night I told Klaus that I was thinking of scrapping my memoir. As an elder sibling, he should have some insight into this decision, but I had to supply reasons more than that it seemed like the right thing to do. I told him there was a sub-genre known as misery lit and I didn’t want to occupy that space. It was not that my agonies weren’t real or my scars not evident. I just wasn’t sure anymore, now that the tome had written itself to completion, that I wanted or needed to air so much laundry.

“Too whiny, huh?” was all Klaus could manage. Terseness, I suppose, can be a gift.

I was sorely neglected as a child and my school years were torture. I was pursued by the deaths of all the people whom I loved as an adult. It would make interesting reading. Some people might even find strength in my experiences. But, somehow, it all seemed to miss the point that life could be glorious despite all my impressions. To some greater or lesser degree, I had managed to overcome the worst of my traumas. If I’m being honest, I should admit that, on a good day, wearing too much lipstick and failing to lose that final fifteen pounds are among the darkest clouds of times gone by. Like the long shadows that crawl out into the open once a day, there are periodic tears and panic attacks and fretful late-night hours that still plague me. Perhaps most people, or at least most women, have such a story to tell. Did anyone ever really have a happy childhood?

Klaus took my comments under consideration. Or at least I think he did. His coming of age was apparently much more straightforward and prosaic than my own. For me, nothing was ever simple. Nothing followed a hero’s journey. Now it appeared the creation of my memoir was another painful and time-consuming misstep in this writer’s life. Perhaps the exercise of writing it all down was therapeutic. I didn’t think so. I believe I just managed to dredge up a load of angry, ugly memories, and brought them back to life to gnaw at me for a second time. Why was everything so difficult? And why did I feel the need to expose those difficulties all over again? Was this a legitimate use of my talent as a writer? Or was it just, in Klaus’s words, too whiny?

Let us be real. Life is not a picnic. It’s full of grief and disappointment and all manner of monstrous episodes. But among the thorns there are tiny snatches of contentment, beauty, and joy. For every epithet that was hurled at me as a fat girl in a thin world, there would come a little light into my beleaguered life. Maybe a teacher would compliment my composition. Maybe a boy would look my way. Maybe there would be pizza for lunch. And then the darkness would descend again. As a kid, I came to savor these bright spots and surely that ability helped me to survive. Did I carry a special gene for resiliency or coping that others did not? If so, perhaps that capability should be further developed.

My education faltered. My marriage failed. My career imploded. I believe I’ve visited some of my own emotional demons on my daughter. Almost everyone I cared about has died. But I’ve taken some wild trips, rescued a lot of dogs, and read a lot of great books. Those are the things that buoyed me through the years and those are the things that I should feature when I tell about my life. At least I think so.

The problem is, I don’t want to come across as some Suzy Sunshine who’s never had any challenges. I don’t want to sour the depths of my life by looking at it through those tinted glasses. It’s much more interesting to color my tale with threads of the mental illness that has grown up with me. It’s much more fascinating to delve into what formed me into the person I am. And, to be sure, most all of those formative episodes were ugly and painful.

Let us make a deal. I won’t ignore my torment, but I won’t overuse it either. A little horror goes a long way.

When I was eight years old, my pet chicken was torn to shreds by an ill-tempered dog. I still cry when I think about that. But do you want to know all about it? Do you need to feel the terror that erupted from my chubby chest when I witnessed the carnage? I’m not sure. I believe that experience was central to my ongoing compassion for the suffering of animals. And that’s a good thing. At least it’s a good thing when channeled into action. And I believe I have done that for a good part of my adult years. Should I be glad it happened? Meh.

Difficulties. They are learning experiences. There’s no question about it. They are opportunities to make choices. They are platforms from which one can leap off into learning and progress. Years of therapy has taught me that we can all make something good of the raw clay of our misery.

At sixteen, I snuck into a St. Louis dive bar and had a night to remember with forty-something rock and roll legend Chuck Berry. Was I a victim of sexual abuse? The experience stays with me as one of the most fortunate, most edifying nights of my life. One person’s trash is indeed another person’s treasure.

I’ve traveled the world and seen amazing sights. Some things are just good. No two ways about it. But I find that most of life is made of more ambiguous stuff.

In my forties, I had weight loss surgery and a face lift. More than improving my looks, which those procedures did, they taught me a lot about who I really am. I suppose I could have learned to like myself in a less painful way. But that was my process. That’s how I did it. Did I mention the surgery was botched and came close to killing me? Did I include the fact that the plastic surgery threw me into bankruptcy?

When I was fifty, I went through a nervous breakdown. I couldn’t work any longer. I could scarcely function at all. But that turned out to be the transformative event of my adult years. I wound up ditching my corporate existence and instead pursuing my passions. I started an animal rescue organization. I reconnected with my writing. Falling apart in a very public forum is not for the faint of heart. But it served its purpose.

I’m giving you a thumbnail sketch of some of my challenges in life. These are some of the things that made me who I am today. And I assure you the same is true in your own life. You might choose to write a memoir and plumb the depths of your own problematic issues. I’ve choosen to skip the details and get right to the good part. The good part, in my case, was how I emerged from the chaos a better person. The good part is looking back, at the age of sixty-five, and feeling that I’ve evolved just a little bit of irony.

When Klaus looks to me to make sense of our world and our choices now, I can only shrug my shoulders. I don’t have any answers. I just have what works for me and a solid understanding of lessons learned.

I am a depressive. But I am a depressive with a positive outlook. I have to be that to survive. It’s not an attitude so much as it is the dogged knowledge that, whatever happens, no matter how much life hurts, the view will change. That may be the key kernel of insight that I carry with me from day-to-day walking in this craggy landscape. Ferdinand de Saussure had it right all along: Time changes all words. And life itself is a lot like the language of which he spoke. There are right ways and wrong ways to do it, there are certainly quirks and dialects specific to different peoples and even different individuals, but the bottom line is to be understood and, more so, to understand oneself.

The next time one of my writing buddies asks me how the memoir is coming along, I will simply tell them that it is complete. I have written it from beginning to end with all its excruciating filler. I have coaxed it and vetted it to a fine portrayal of a life with all its warts. I have placed it lovingly in a drawer unless or until the day comes when I feel the need to share it with the world. It is my reflection on life so far and, to be honest, I feel there are already sections that require revision. It is no longer an encapsulation of the authentic me. It is but a fragment of who I was at one time and that slice of life is already, if not obsolete, then blurred and inexact.

Let the years come and change my words and send in the clowns.
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A Week Ago Wednesday
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I hit the pothole with a jolt. The front of the Honda bounced up into the air and the pile of crates in the backseat went flying. In front, my purse dumped a pile of make-up and dog treats onto the floor. I grimaced at the presumed damage to my undercarriage. It was a typical day. I was racing to get the puppies to the vet by 7 a.m. for their spay/neuter appointments. I had to get gas, drive through the bank and do a Fred Meyer stop before going back home to load the little ingrates into their crates for the drive to the vet clinic. Once all the preliminaries were accomplished and I had the pups loaded, I was finally on my way at 6:45. Fortunately, my luck held and no one barfed or had diarrhea before we got there. 

I had taken all my meds that morning and was feeling strong. Hydrocodone for my back pain. Adderall for concentration. Potassium for my electrolytes. Losartan and Hydrochlorothiazide for my blood pressure. A B-12 shot to help with my cognitive abilities. Trintellix and Abilify for the depression. Yes, I was ready to face my day. I careened into the parking lot without upending a single puppy. I’d made it on time with seconds to spare.

Betsy, the receptionist, was there to greet me, taking each one of the seven crates in turn and parking them back in the kennel room. I completed the requisite paperwork and flew back down the steps to my car. Maybe I should stop for a coffee. It was going to be a hectic day. I had to run a ton of errands and be back to pick up the puppies before the clinic closed at 5.

My first stop was Annette’s house where I needed to check on a pregnant dachshund. I knocked and she called me in. Standing in front of the refrigerator, she was just opening a packet of artisanal gruyere that I assumed was fresh from the Wednesday farmer’s market. Its makers were probably a wonderful lesbian couple who free-ranged their herd of Malawian-cross goats in the clovered fields of the fecund Willamette Valley. Happy goats make superior cheese, they had told her. She pulled together of quick salad of GMO-free kale, quinoa and chia seeds and applied a small dab of the gruyere to each of six hand-milled spelt crackers. The morning spread was a splendid locavore feast and she took a moment to thank Gaia for our abundance.

I live in Portland. This was a normal day. It’s probably the only place on earth where I could do what I do. Portlanders happen to worship shelter dogs even more than organic and unrefined cuisine.

We were going to have to go by Powell’s aptly named City of Books to find the new Wiccan cookbook put out by the local publishing collective. No time like the present, Annette thought, finishing her food. She wedged her hemp-hosed feet into a favorite pair of Birkenstocks, and we set off for the world’s greatest bookstore. She wouldn’t be caught dead in a Barnes and Noble. Those huge conglomerates were ruining the world. Thank the Goddess we lived in an enlightened city where people knew the enemies of green America. She swished up to her foyer altar, looking down to admire the raw linen wrap skirt she had just bought from that lovely Kenyan woman at the market. She could also wear it as a baby sling or a headdress. The kente cloth was magnificent and bold. On her small table altar sat a brick-sized natural wax eucalyptus candle, a bundle of sage for burning, a couple of quartz crystals and a large piece of healerite stone. She grasped the stone and felt its amazing energy. Her chakras were already feeling better than average.

You see, in Portland, living was an art. We did it freeform in any style we wished. All eccentrics were welcomed here. The right way was any way so long as there were certain common values involved. Number 1: Must love dogs.

Owning her womanstrength, Annette headed for the door and we set off for the bookstore. We had forgotten that today was Flood the Streets with Art Day. Several local craftspeople were participating by leaving free pieces of art at bus stops, on park benches and in other public spaces to make people happy and remind them not to support mass marketing. She spotted a surrealistic two-foot horse rendered in wire and twigs galloping across the steps of Cupcake Connie’s pastry shop and decided to leave it for the next art lover. Free art - what a beautiful gesture. Annette said she would have to enroll in a collage workshop or an art glass class so she could contribute next year.

People brought their dogs with them everywhere. There were dog-friendly eateries and brew pubs throughout the city. And once word got out that if you could get your physician to write a letter saying you needed the companionship of your dog for health benefits, you had it made. They couldn’t keep you out of any business in town. 

Once at Powell’s, I noticed a crowd gathered in the Gender Studies aisle. Two fabulous transgender people were arguing loudly over a signed copy of “My Uterus, My Universe.” There must have been an author reading earlier in the afternoon. I wandered over to the crossword puzzle section while Annette hurried on to Alternative Spirituality. She was scanning the stacks for Wiccan cookbooks when she almost bumped into another woman with a small baby in her arms.

“OMG, Lyric, is it you? I haven’t seen you since Cloud Spencer’s celebration of life for her pug Bentley. How are you doing?”

“I’m awesome. Just got a massage at that new shiatsu place over on Baker Avenue. Have you met my baby, Smile? She’s very social for six months.” She flapped the arm holding her baby in Annette’s direction. “My doula said Smile has an amazing chi. Can you feel it?”

Annette lifted her eyes heavenward to take a reading. “Of course I can feel it. It’s very powerful. How wonderful! Have you had her chart done yet?”

“Not yet. I’m waiting for the equinox.”

“Of course. Of course.” Annette nodded knowingly.

I think it’s clear what was happening around here. A bit of exaggeration? Well, perhaps. But Annette and Lyric were both real Portlanders and they sounded just like that to me. The main point here, to which I alluded earlier, was that Portland is in love with rescue dogs, the scruffier and more downtrodden the better. We didn’t have a lot of traditional god believers here in the Rose City so a typical Sunday might revolve around going to a shelter to adopt a special needs pet. All hail the higher power of Dog.

In Portland, a person who buys a home and uses it as a halfway house for pregnant animals was not strange at all. I fit right in. And that was a big part of my own healing process. I’d never felt that sense of belonging before. It was ironic. The more different you were around here, the more you were one of the tribe. For once, my weirdness was a good thing. 

I had found a route, albeit a circuitous and bumpy one, to doing what I loved and being reasonably happy doing it. Neither my clinical depression nor the scars of my tortured childhood could keep me from what I considered my destiny. But to speak of destiny perhaps took too much away from me and from my own choices in life. I had managed to successfully navigate what was for me a difficult landscape of unattained expectations. Those elusive must-haves of marriage, a corporate career, and graceful aging with grandchildren bouncing on my knee and a song in my heart, were not in the cards. Not for me, none of it. 

I had always been an animal lover. I don’t know whether that was what made me different than a lot of other people or if the differentness and the animal-loving just happened to coexist. Either way, the path was there. All I had to do was choose to take it. Without even stopping to consider it, I had chosen just the right place to start an animal rescue organization. And I had run it happily for years before the landscape began to change.   Portland was still a dog city at the end of the day, but we were succeeding so well in the organization’s latter days that such an enterprise was no longer a necessity. People were already choosing to spay and neuter their pets and there were fewer unwanted animals than ever before. We were having to pull our pregnant dogs from farther and farther away, from places where they still had kill shelters and a lack of foster volunteers. I had nearly succeeded myself right out of business. But that was the plan all along – to find homes for all those lovelorn mutts – so I could hardly complain.

I could finally retire from my working life with the sense that I had done something that mattered. Now was the time for me indulge my peripatetic streak with glad abandon. I had already gotten around to several spots on the map – from China to South America and all over Europe – but there were countless places still on my list. Now, for once in my life, I had both the time and the money to venture out without worrying about my job going unmanned or the bills getting paid while I gallivanted.

I was in the midst of planning a New York City tour when the pandemic hit. Wasn’t it amazing the curve balls life can throw at you? I mean, who could have foreseen this? Instead of jetting off for a fortnight of shopping and Broadway plays, I was stuck at home in my robe watching reruns of Divorce Court and ordering toilet paper on the internet. Ironic indeed

I could scarcely anticipate an end to this. Would the virus burn itself out and leave the survivors as it found us? Would the universe provide an effective, readily available vaccine? Or would we all be changed to think about life in some extraordinary new ways? And when would it happen? The daily news sought to convince us that the “reopening” was imminent, but I didn’t know how that could be. Covid-19 would surely be with us for the foreseeable future. Where once I found my city environment unique, I now saw that we were the same as those in Dallas and Peoria and Indianapolis – all of us snared in the worldwide web of the coronavirus and waiting for something to happen. And something would happen, that much was inevitable. The planet was vast enough and humankind resourceful enough that those malignant and infinitesimal lifeforms among us would be dealt with, maybe not once and for all, but partially and for a while at least.

I may yet make it to New York and to places beyond. I could only wait and hope that my old life, the good life, would be restored. In the meantime, I had a puppy room to clean in anticipation of the little ones returning home from the clinic, a hundred or so phone calls to make and a new strategy to develop on how to rescue even more pregnant dogs.
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In the Beginning
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Three months before John F. Kennedy was assassinated riding in a Lincoln Continental convertible in Dallas, Texas, I was a bashful six-year-old arriving in a white Plymouth Belvedere at my new home in DeRidder, Louisiana. Just another west Louisiana one-stoplight town, it was near Fort Polk and that was enough to lure my army family. Once again, we were looking for yet another inexpensive rental house within proximity to my dad’s latest post. I didn’t know who JFK was, or what his presidency meant. This was my seventh new home in as long as I could remember and I was consumed with more immediate matters. Would I make any new friends? Would I be allowed to have a pony? Would my chicken have a house of her own?

Small town Louisiana in 1963 was a virtual hell hole of flagrant ignorance and racism. Our next-door neighbors who brought over get-acquainted casseroles were the same family that had a black cat named Nigger. Strangely, it was a place I came to love. Lacking any kind of purposeful guidance in such matters, what I knew then was that some kids came to school without shoes and that there was no shame in being poor so long as you were white. I knew that the colored ladies lowered their heads and stepped off the sidewalk to get out of the way of my mom or any other white lady on her way to the Hinky Dinky five-and-dime on Main Street. I knew they had their own school and their own town that we never visited. On the map, it was called Sugartown, but that wasn’t what everyone called it. They even had their own drinking fountains and special doors in cafes. They owned the balcony at the Joy Theater and I wasn’t allowed up there even though I wanted to go.
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