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For the dog you got in your twenties.


The dog you got when you were unprepared and venturing out into the unknown. The dog who navigated the confusion of youth with you, who moved from apartment to apartment, who sat through every breakup and every first date. The dog who was the sole reason you got out of bed most mornings, while the heaviness of the world was weighing on your shoulders, who simply sat with you, existed with you, when loneliness felt like a living, breathing thing. The dog who made you familiar with every block in your city, who made every neighbor a friend. The dog who made the world seem not so scary. The dog who didn’t care where you were going as long as you were together. The dog who settled down with you, who fell in love with the same man you chose to spend your life with. The dog who finally got a backyard. The dog who now has white hairs sprinkled around their eyes, who is getting older just like you are.


For my Simon: Thank you for everything. I promise I will be repaying you every day of your life for being the one constant in mine.
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Chapter 1



AM I CRAZY IF I TAKE THIS DOG?


SUMMER 2024


A drop of sweat runs down my sternum, curving between my ribs. I take a big breath in, hold it in my lungs, and let it go slowly.


I was surprisingly calm all morning. My newly prescribed anxiety medication certainly helped, but it was more than that. It was a deep sense of knowing that what I was doing was exactly right, a coin of gold discovered in the treasure map of my life, slipped into my back pocket. One more step in front of the other. I could feel my path bending and setting off in a new direction, and for once, for maybe the absolute first time in my life, I had no fear of the unknown.


I look at the little dog in my lap, his bottom teeth sticking out like jagged seashells. His eyelids are heavy, sticky with moisture. Two men carry TV equipment into my backyard—tall, hot lights, monitors, expensive cameras, and sound mixing boards. My manager and the producer murmur in the background, arranging plants and tables as I snake a microphone wire down my linen top.


I’m getting ready for my first national television appearance: an entire segment on all the dogs I’ve loved and cared for.


The Chihuahua yawns—jaw wide, paws stretched over his head as he flips onto his back. Just five days ago he wouldn’t let me touch him. I marvel at this creature on my lap, who has seen some of the most horrible things in life. And still, he trusts. Still, he loves.


His name is Twinkle, which I think is a funny name for a dog with the worst behavioral rating at New York City’s open-intake shelter. I had gotten a call from Muddy Paws Rescue’s foster team the week prior.


“Dead owner was found in the apartment along with a number of dead dogs,” she told me. “Apparently the home was in deplorable condition. The dog is rated New Hope Only.”


New Hope Only—or NHO in the rescue world—is the highest behavioral rating at the shelter. It essentially means that the dog can only be transferred to a foster home through a rescue partner, and it is not suitable to meet the general public in a typical shelter setting. In much simpler terms, it means the dog will likely be a handful.


Twinkle was understandably terrified. He didn’t allow the shelter staff to handle him, snapped at anyone who came near his kennel, and was generally just a terror to everyone around him.


“Am I crazy if I take this dog?” I asked the foster manager.


She laughed. Light, amused. She knew how this would go.


“Yes,” she said honestly.


Because she had called me for a reason, even if that reason was unspoken. The implication of the call was—he needs you, he deserves a chance, and what if no one else takes this old, mean dog? What if he gets punished for the nightmare he lived through?


In rescue, there is always a chance that a dog could be euthanized if it has a bite history. The truth is, not every dog is able to be rehabilitated and not every dog makes for a good pet. But the hard part, the constant tightrope you’re walking when pulling a dog from the shelter, is that shelters are stressful. They’re loud, they’re chaotic, and many dogs decline mentally when they’re kept in that environment for too long. A dog can be completely different in a foster home.


They could also be exactly the same. Dangerous, unpredictable, and unable to heal.


The problem with me was, I thought every dog deserved the chance to get better. Even when it was a bad idea.


I let out a breath, quick and sharp. “Fuck it,” I said. “I’ll take the dog.”


Later that day, a transport van double-parked in front of my apartment. They called when I was in the shower, so I frantically dried off and threw my soaking-wet hair into a clip. “Just give me five minutes!” I apologized.


I ran out of my apartment to find a man with dreadlocks and soft, kind eyes. He opened the back of the truck.


“I’m putting a slip lead on him. Just make sure you hold it tight so he can’t move his head. He can get a little, you know …” He trailed off, offering me a sheepish smile.


Mean. Aggressive. Bite-y. Yeah, I did know. “Okay,” I said.


He reached into the kennel slowly and pulled him out—a tiny Chihuahua with piano-key teeth and milky eyes. Luckily for us, Twinkle was completely frozen in fear. His body was stiff, his eyes were wide. We quickly transferred him from the man’s arms to mine, and I held the slip lead tight in one hand.


“Good luck,” he said, before hopping back into the van.


And then it was us, and only us. His weight was light in my hand, his white fur caked in dirt and grime and feces. I angled to see his face, but his eyes looked away frantically. I had done the heroic thing. I’d saved the dog. But then came the hard part—I needed to learn to live with him too.


That’s the funny thing about animal rescue. You hear gallant rescue tales—five hundred beagles saved from a testing lab, a drowning dog pulled from a rushing river, dogs taken in that were used in dog fighting—but rarely do you hear about the after. The days and weeks and months after the hero comes in to save a life. The nights that stretch on, a poor dog’s wail piercing through the thin, dark air. The moments of defeat, of distrust. And the moments that just straight up suck—cleaning diarrhea off your new carpet, cleaning pee from your light gray car seats. Cleaning, cleaning, and more cleaning.


In that moment, Twinkle and I were in the after—after the initial rush of saving a life, you have to navigate living it. And how could I navigate a dog I couldn’t even get close to?


The answer for Twinkle was time, patience, and lots of slices of ham.


I had set his crate up in my bedroom with a pee pad and a fuzzy bed. I draped the crate with woven blankets to create a quiet, cozy place for him to decompress. As soon as we walked into the apartment for the first time I placed him in the crate and closed the bedroom door. The plan was quite simple—I was going to leave him alone until he decided he was ready.


After a few hours I poked my head in. He lifted his head, baring his teeth. A low, menacing growl vibrated from his throat.


“Okay, okay,” I said softly, closing the bedroom door.


When the sun went down I attempted it again, easing the pocket doors open slowly, slowly, slowly, and crouched down to peek into his crate. His eyes cracked open and he squinted at me curiously. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, finding relief in his lack of reaction. Then came the second part.


I reached down to my side and opened a container of deli ham. The room filled with the salty, slimy smell and I could see Twinkle’s nose lift. I ripped off a piece and went to open his crate door like I was moving through molasses—every movement crawling, unhurried. He looked at me with watchful eyes, his gaze following my hands as I slid the metal tab. I inched the door open and watched his lips curl up, teeth flashing.


Again, I stopped. I lowered my hand, letting the crate door inch open a bit farther. I looked away and shifted to the ground.


We sat like that—me just outside his crate, him in the back corner—for a long, long time. I watched microscopic movements—his back muscles easing, his head lolling, his eyes easing shut. Even when he fell asleep, I sat and didn’t move. Snippets of conversations bled into the apartment as people walking by outside rushed to dinners, or dates, or work happy hours. But not for us. No, my plan that night was to simply coexist with this dog who had been taught to fear everything.


The next day I did the exact same thing. I opened the crate door, let him smell the ham, and gently offered him a bite. To my delight, his tiny nose puffed air onto my fingers with no sign of distress. No growling, no teeth. He rejected the ham, but lay his head back down calmly, blinking at me.


A few hours later, again: door, ham, sticky fingers. Waiting, and waiting, and waiting, and then—he opened his mouth, tongue cautiously dancing on his bottom teeth, and took the ham. I sucked in a sharp breath, trying to control my excitement.


I reached into the container and ripped off another piece. I inched my hand into the crate, and instantly he ate the slice of ham. And then another, and then another. I closed the container of deli meat, satisfied with our progress for the day.


Ham, of course, was not an ideal diet for a dog, but attempting to rehabilitate fearful dogs has you throwing all rules out the window. You give them the most delicious snacks to gain their trust—cheese, ham, mini slices of hot dogs. You celebrate them being naughty because it means they feel safe enough to do so. You tear up when they bark for the first time, touched that they feel the need to protect your home. Fostering is about teaching a dog to be a dog, even if that means teaching them to beg when you eat a ham sandwich.


I felt that sneaky feeling blooming in my chest, the feeling that pushes me to welcome dog after dog into my home—the hope of healing. The idea that maybe, with a little bit of patience, this dog could actually be okay.


Within a few days, Twinkle started coming out of his crate, his delicate little paws hesitating on the hardwood floor. I eventually lured him out into the backyard, where he trotted across the deck and onto the grass. I’m pretty sure he sniffed every single inch of grass and every corner of the fence, his tail high and happy the entire time. I sat cross-legged and watched him, swatting at mosquitoes at my ankles.


“Good boy!” I squealed. “You’re so brave!”


He turned his head and locked eyes with me. I smiled and danced my fingers on the grass, trying to encourage him to come closer.


He took one step, and then another, until his front paws were planted on my legs. He angled his face toward mine, his tail loose and swishing.


My jaw dropped open. I lifted my hand up, resting it gently on his back. He leaned into my touch. I stroked his fur softly, moving my hand from the bottom of his neck to the base of his tail. After a few pets, he stepped farther into my lap before melting into my legs—his tiny body curled in the center, his breath soft and relaxed. I felt tears pricking the backs of my eyes, a rush of excitement and awe at this dog who had been through so much, had seen so much, and had chosen me to be soft with.


I tried to picture it. You never know exactly the scenario, why or how this particular dog ended up in such a horrifying situation, but you can usually form enough of a picture. The first words I learned about him rang through my head—dead owner, multiple dead dogs, apartment in deplorable condition. Was the owner murdered? Were the dogs starved? I didn’t know, and at the end of the day it didn’t even matter. We try to make sense of horrible things, as if knowing what happened will erase the hurt and confusion.


What mattered was that Twinkle was here, with me. He was sitting in my lap. He felt safe for maybe the first time in his life.


Twinkle blossomed. With each passing day, and every hour, he opened up, requesting more and more affection. Eventually he joined me for every nap I took, curled into the warmth of my neck. He would stretch out on his back, his eyes fluttering closed. If I stopped petting him he would paw me gently, a simple request: more, more, more.


He developed another funny habit, one that I secretly loved—if I went to the bathroom without him, he would push open the door with gusto and jump up onto my lap. It was so incredibly sweet but also laughable, the image of me, my pants around my ankles, and a cranky old Chihuahua on my lap.


One night, I made the (probably stupid) decision to bring him along on a girls’ night out, barhopping around our lively Brooklyn neighborhood. He spent the entire night being passed from friend to friend, getting fed treats and melted ice cubes from their cocktails. He happily accompanied us without complaint, occasionally licking the condensation from drinks on the table or the underside of the bar. He slept peacefully in the laps of strangers, a completely new dog from the one I’d welcomed into my home just days earlier.


Fostering Twinkle just so happened to coincide with the most important moment of my career thus far: a segment highlighting my fostering journey on the Today show, which would be airing on national television. It was hard for me to wrap my head around.


When I told the Today show producers about Twinkle, there was definitely some hesitation.


“Do we think he’ll do well with the crew? It’s a lot of new people,” they said. “It could be overwhelming.”


I assured them it would be fine, but the truth was, I had no idea. I was taking a risk having a New Hope Only behavioral case be the face of fostering—showing this dog with bared, snarling teeth and encouraging people to give it a try. Twinkle was not the biggest fan of men, and I knew that two of the camera crew were men. I was confident in his healing, but had a tiny pit of anxiety in my stomach all the same.


But wasn’t that the point? To show how fostering dogs could change, could heal, could repair years and years of hurt with some love and patience? Didn’t Twinkle’s story deserve to get told, even if it wasn’t picture perfect?


I guess I’m about to find out.


I look up now and see the producer shuffling papers, before pulling out her phone and reading a text. “Savannah will be here in five!”


I take a deep breath as the crew gets into their places—hoisting cameras on their shoulders, placing headphones over their ears. A few minutes later, the anchor walks into my backyard and I greet her with Twinkle in my arms.


We sit down on two black folding chairs, facing each other. Savannah Sellers is beautiful and radiates an unmistakable warmth. She has glasses and glossy brown hair, a green jacket rolled up on her arms.


Twinkle snores on my lap as we test our mics. “One, two, three …”


“We’re all good to go,” says the cameraman, offering a small thumbs-up.


My hand rests on Twinkle’s head. The world slows. Savannah smiles brightly.


“So, tell me how this all began,” she says.
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Chapter 2



DOGS AND THE CITY


SUMMER 2013


I sat in Central Park with a watered-down bodega coffee and a few regrets. This is how most Saturday mornings went.


I’d trudge down six avenues with my two roommates and camp out on a bench. We’d occasionally bring bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches, depending on how hungover we were or how much money we had in our bank accounts. Over the course of an afternoon we would diligently people watch, averting our gazes from whatever creep’s eyes lingered on us too long, their stares like nails clawing down our bodies. I was twenty years old and New York City felt both endless and freakishly small.


I moved to the city after a series of coming-of-age experiences, the first of which was me dropping out of my small liberal arts college in Upstate New York. Much to my parents’ horror, I decided I hated college the month I arrived.


I picked Ithaca College for no apparent reason. I had gotten into several colleges but couldn’t be bothered to go on any campus tours. At the time it felt boring and redundant to me, but now I can see that I was strong-arming change with all my might. I didn’t want to go, but I had to go. Not going to college was unacceptable in my academic, literary family.


Ithaca is a quaint, snowy town tucked into the Finger Lakes region of New York. It’s the home of Ithaca College and Cornell University, the artsy kids and the Ivy Leaguers. In many ways Ithaca College felt like Cornell’s rebellious younger brother—instead of Cornell’s historic, Gothic architecture, the buildings we lived in were modern, sharp, and cold. Despite the buzzy downtown area with tons of bars and restaurants, Ithaca is often referred to as the most depressing college town in America. I can’t say I disagree.


I fell into a deep depression during my first semester of college. As the leaves fell from the trees and the ground began to freeze, I found myself staying in bed for most of the day and barely eating. Over Christmas break, my parents commented on my sharp collarbones and hollowed-out cheeks. I told them I didn’t want to go back to school, but they begged me to give it one full year. I reluctantly agreed, dragging myself through a few extra months. On the day of my last final, they picked me up in their champagne-colored Honda. We blasted “Wide Open Spaces” by the Chicks the entire way home to New Jersey.


“Do you think you’ll ever go back?” my dad asked from the driver’s seat.


“Nope,” I said. I leaned my head against the window, my breath leaving a circle of fog.


After letting me languish on the couch in my pajamas for a few days, my parents asked me what my plan was.


“You should probably get started on some transfer applications,” my dad told me at breakfast one morning, buttering his toast with the back of a silver knife.


The problem was, I didn’t have a plan. At least, not until I applied for a job one night, sitting in the darkness of my childhood bedroom, the pale pink walls shadowed, my computer perched on my lap. I had somehow stumbled across a sleepaway camp in the Sierra Nevadas of California. The website in front of me read: Gold Arrow Camp—have fun, make friends, and grow. I scrolled through photos of piercing blue skies, smiling children, and sun-kissed counselors. I was dazzled by the thought of new friends and the clean Sierra Nevada air, so I applied to be a camp counselor.


I spent that summer disconnecting from my depression, leaving it floating in the ice-cold, sparkling lake. The mountains of California might as well have been a different planet to an East Coast girl like me, and it was exactly what I needed. I made deep friendships, slept under the stars with dirt caked on my skin, and came back home covered head to toe in freckles.


After that summer, there was no way I was going back to college. So I did what any nineteen-year-old with no plan would do—I bought a one-way ticket to Europe and an enormous backpack. I had a little over a thousand dollars from working at camp, and bopped around hostels and European cities for a few months until I had exactly no money at all. I slept on couches and shaky bunk beds, I befriended forty-five-year-old nomads and sixteen-year-old girls who worked in bakeries. I sat alone at bars in Amsterdam and felt both incredibly brave and tragically alone.


My next quest was finding more money, so I applied to be a nanny for a billionaire (yes, with a b) who lived in Lisbon but had eleven homes around the world. To my surprise he hired me after a single Zoom interview. Before I knew it, I was being shuttled across the Atlantic Ocean to the family’s beach house in Santa Monica.


My job was to follow the family around silently, a shadow who was supposed to be seen but not heard. If the baby started crying, I was to swiftly appear and remove her until she was quiet and calm. I wasn’t allowed to eat with them and instead ate their leftovers standing alone in the kitchen. I was so nervous around the parents that I’d sneak into the kitchen in the middle of the night, stealing pieces of fruit or packs of the kids’ snacks. I’d stand in the glow of the refrigerator light and cry, hot, fat tears running down my flushed cheeks. I was in the most beautiful home I had ever seen, let alone lived in. But this home wasn’t for me, even though I slept there every night. It was a parade of all the nice things I was close enough to touch but wasn’t lucky enough to have.


At the end of every week, the dad would write out a check and hand it to me without emotion. Some days I’d have to meet him out in public, and he’d make a show of handing me my payment in different flashy locations—a check signed with a Tiffany & Co. ballpoint pen slid across a wooden restaurant bar. I’d take the check and add it to my stockpile, every week that passed another step closer to freedom.


I quit on a random Thursday. I had gone to visit my family, and the parents asked me when I was coming back. I decided instantly that I wouldn’t, that I couldn’t, and they didn’t seem particularly upset by my decision. To them I wasn’t a nanny, or a caretaker for their children. I was just a body in their home.


“Very well,” the mom said over the phone. Her voice was tight, clipped. “We’ll mail you your last check. Good luck with everything, Isabel.”


I was talked into spending the end of winter and beginning of spring in Hawaii, working on a sustainable farm with a friend of mine. We spent our days cleaning camper vans, cooking meals, and scooping up moist dirt from the ground before filling the holes with seeds. After work we’d hitchhike to black-sand beaches, staring wide-eyed at the older women walking around topless, breasts hanging low, their bodies wrinkled and folded and bright. I wondered if I’d ever be free enough to do the same.


Each of these experiences made me grow and change, but I was always keenly aware that none of them felt authentic. It was like trying on a new hat and being painfully self-conscious that everyone around you knows you’re not really a hat person.


I was not a hat person. I was also not an adventurous person.


My parents lovingly referred to me as a worrywart growing up, a term they probably label as crippling anxiety in modern parenting books. I have a huge Irish Catholic family, and they’ve always been loud and boisterous and carefree. Holidays were spent packed into narrow Brooklyn brownstones, bottles of red wine flowing, and me in the corner with a stomachache.


When I was eight I was a flower girl in my cousin’s wedding. The reception was beautiful—white and blue flowers decorating the entire room, looking out over a Long Island beach—and I wore a cream dress with a light blue sash around my waist. At the end of the night, a few men went out onto the patio to smoke cigars.


“You know your dad’s smoking a cigar, right?” my cousin told me, a teasing smile on his face. I was the very youngest of fourteen cousins and an easy target for poking fun at. “That’s like twenty cigarettes in one. He might die.” I cried the rest of the night, already planning for a life without my father. I thought that he would die from that one cigar.


I was convinced that being good was my ticket in life—if I just stayed on that path and didn’t stray, I would be safe and I would be happy. So when I decided to drop out of college and embark on a life journey that was so decidedly not like me, I think everyone was a little surprised.


I was glad to have had the experiences that I did. I was happy I had stories now—tales to throw around at a dinner party or exaggerate on a first date—that plane ride from hell, the weird guy I made out with who worked at that café, losing my luggage in a tiny European airport, transporting rich children across continents, shirtless, salty boys in Hawaii. But I was also aware that for every story I had, there’d been days and days and days on end that I was alone. I was alone in my dorm room, I was alone in the hostels, I was alone on the streets of Miami, I was alone eating dinner while the family I worked for laughed in the other room. I longed for a place, a community, a person I could call mine.


And after two years of trial and error, of being bad for the first time in my life, I ended up on the doorstep of New York City with nothing but a twin bed.
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I decided to reapply for college on a night when my freedom was feeling especially suffocating. I had nothing but options in front of me, my tightly closed life was cracked so wide that it hurt. I was in a mildew-covered camper van on the Big Island of Hawaii, surrounded by miles of rainforest and mango trees. It was pouring rain outside, and I struggled to hold an internet connection, lifting my laptop closer to the ceiling as if it helped maintain my invisible string to the real world.


I didn’t necessarily want to go to college, but I felt like I owed it to my parents and my future self to get a degree. I’d put them through the wringer for the past two years, and I was finally ready for whatever came next. I applied to Marymount Manhattan College on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. I knew nothing about the school itself other than they gave generous scholarships away like candy. They also had a writing program, which was good enough for me.


New York City had always been a given. From a young age, I knew I would move there eventually. In my world, there was only New York—growing up in suburban New Jersey, just a thirty-minute drive from Midtown Manhattan, I had so many memories of days in the city. My mom grew up in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, so holidays were always spent in my uncle’s cozy apartment by Owl’s Head Park. When I was young, we would take weekly trips to visit my grandmother and eat lunch at the same diner. I was allowed to choose one sugary mini–cereal box, a luxury I was not afforded at home.


My dad also worked in the city, commuting on NJ Transit every day. I remember him walking home from the train station each night, his tie loose around his neck and his briefcase slack in his hand. His shirt always smelled like New York—a mix of cigarettes, street food, coffee, and sweat—and if I close my eyes, I can still remember the scent filling my nose during our nightly reunions.


New York City was where my parents met. It was where my parents fell in love. It was where they had their first child—my brother, Miles—an enormous ten-pound baby in their Cobble Hill apartment. It was where my grandparents lived and died.


The city was calling my name, a deep thrumming in my blood, and I decided now was as good a time as any.


I got accepted to Marymount Manhattan, and things moved quickly after that. My friend Phoebe was already living in Queens, studying at a prestigious acting academy and on track to become a famous actress. She was also sharing a one-bedroom apartment in Sunnyside with her unstable male roommate, who would get into screaming matches with his girlfriend every other night. It didn’t take much convincing to get her to move in with me.


Our third roommate was our friend Emily, a gorgeous, six-foot-tall blonde who had recently transferred to Hunter College. Together, the three of us were obnoxious, naive, and full of starry-eyed hope. We signed on a two-bedroom basement apartment on York and Seventy-Second, tucked as close to the East River as possible.


Emily and I shared one bedroom, our narrow twin beds facing each other. We learned that the building had previously been used as a hostel, which explained the strange layout—our tiny apartment had two full bathrooms directly next to each other. It also had loft space in every room, which wasn’t quite big enough for a bed, although we certainly used it as one for our (many) drunk houseguests.


Like most basement apartments, natural light was basically nonexistent, but our parents insisted we install iron burglar gates on the windows anyway. The entire apartment had only three windows, which all looked out on a narrow alleyway and a brick wall. We groaned as they bolted the gates in, the remaining shreds of light sneaking in between the metal slats. Aesthetics, to us, were much more important than someone breaking in. Safety was never our concern—the only thing we were concerned with was which bars would take our fake IDs.


And we found one quickly. To many New Yorkers, our neighborhood bar was a gross dive-y hole-in-the-wall with beer-covered floors but friendly bartenders. To us, it was a bridge into adulthood. We spent most of our nights befriending every bouncer who worked there and sipping vodka sodas as if we enjoyed the way they tasted.


But despite finally living in New York City, despite being young and fresh and not yet jaded, the three of us were still on an island, drifting out to sea. School was fine, but I had no friends besides my roommates. I had no hobbies. I had nothing but the bragging rights of a New York City address and a grungy apartment to call home.


So, I started volunteering at an animal shelter.
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Bideawee’s animal shelter was about fifteen blocks from my college campus. I strolled in one day for my volunteer orientation, and a staff member immediately placed me in a room full of puppies.


“They need to be socialized,” she said. “Just play with them for the next half hour.”


I stared at her, eyes wide. “That’s it?” I asked. “Just play with them?”


“Yeah, play with them, cuddle them. Whatever you want.” She gave me a small smile and closed the door behind her.


I picked up one of the three puppies and held it in front of me. He was warm and fat and perfect. He licked my nose and my heart pulled tight like a guitar string. I spent the next thirty minutes holding each one and rocking them to sleep, a sagging weight cradled in my arms. I rested my head back against the wall, my faded denim shorts on the cold linoleum floor. I could volunteer somewhere and just cuddle puppies all day? It was almost too good to be true.


My first few months in New York were like flipping back and forth between channels—one channel a disgusting apartment with dishes piled high, the next a room full of puppies. Click: an empty library at 11 p.m. Click: a bar where an older man slurs my name like a sin. Click: the animal shelter. Click: the roof of the apartment. Click: cigarettes, mistakes, a kiss that tastes like beer. Click: dogs, dogs, dogs.


My responsibilities at the shelter grew beyond playing with puppies—they included walking dogs and cleaning occasionally too. It was my own private world, one that never touched anything else. It was purely good, and nothing like the dingier life I had settled into.


It was also where I learned that my love could be used to change something.


I would watch scared, trembling shelter dogs slowly ease into my touch, their tight bodies becoming loose and wiggly over time. I would come back week after week just to take certain dogs on walks. I would witness the evolution of an animal right in front of my eyes, and it was nothing short of magic.


My love was a tool, a vessel for good.


Volunteering at the animal shelter was the only tether I had to true, pure joy. Everything else—our living space, my first real relationship, my college experience—was a dimming light, a lonely echo of a feeling. The excitement of being in the city that I had always dreamed about was starting to feel less and less sustainable. I was living with two of my closest friends, but New York was eating me whole.


I came home one night nearly a year after we had moved in. Clothes were strewn on every surface of the apartment, and the sink was full of food-encrusted plates. Our coffee table was littered with matches and a table runner that had caught on fire one night, only to be extinguished with half-empty glasses of water we had lying around. It felt like the walls were closing in on me, like I could never get enough room in this tiny apartment we found ourselves in. It was the manifestation of three twenty-one-year-old girls who had no idea how quickly life could unravel, constantly surrounded by mess, engulfed in chaos.


I walked to Phoebe’s room. She looked up at me, her face illuminated only by the glow of her laptop screen.


“I think I’m done here,” I told her.


She nodded her head, and gave me a small, sad smile. She closed her laptop, and we faced each other in darkness for a moment. My words floated in the air. So much went unsaid, so much we felt but weren’t brave enough to voice. How we both felt lost, scared, dirty, unsure, exhausted. How we didn’t know what would come next, but we knew it wouldn’t be happening here, in this apartment.


“Yeah,” she said. She exhaled, relieved that we were on the same page. “Me too.”


We were a candle burning rapidly at both ends, and after a year, we had melted to the middle. The three of us decided to move out.
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Chapter 3



A FIRST FOR EVERYTHING


FALL 2013


I met my first real boyfriend about a month after moving to the city.


I had a long laundry list of boys I kissed in high school, memories of fogged-up car windows after curfew or dim hallways during house parties. There was the British boy who undressed me shyly under my bright blue sleeping bag, a full summer of California sunshine and exploring each other like the constellations we slept under. But I had never had a real boyfriend, and it was something I was ashamed of.


It was a fact about myself that I carried with me everywhere. A huge billboard across my forehead—red, blaring letters that read: SHE IS UNLOVABLE. I watched my friends fall in love with their college sweethearts, while I waited and waited and waited some more.


One night, Phoebe invited a friend over and said he was going to cook us dinner. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said over her shoulder as she cleaned a dish in the sink.


I didn’t mind, of course. Phoebe’s life in New York City was so adult to me, and I watched her navigate each situation with a grit and maturity that I was in awe of. She didn’t go to college like the rest of our friends from high school—instead, she studied acting at an academy with people of all ages. She was the youngest student when she started, only eighteen years old, and most of her friends were in their mid-twenties and older. She had romances with older men, often staying over at their apartments and reading their newspapers over a cup of coffee. Phoebe also worked as a waitress and colored my world with exaggerated stories of disgruntled customers or friends that she’d made. I thought she was so adult, so New York.


A few hours later, her friend buzzed our apartment. She opened the door, enveloping him in a hug, and turned to introduce us.


“Isabel, this is Charlie. Charlie, Isabel,” she said as she took the bottle of wine in his hands and turned to grab glasses.


He was cute—cuter than I was expecting. He had blond hair and a clean-shaven face, and he wore a flannel shirt. Black-framed glasses sat perched on the edge of his nose. He smiled at me, and I smiled at him, a flicker of heat between us. It wasn’t anything profound, but it was there.


The three of us spent the night talking and laughing as he cooked us dinner. I didn’t think much of the whole situation other than the look I would occasionally shoot to Phoebe—he’s cute. After dinner we packed the food up and hugged each other goodbye, promising we’d do this again soon.


The next morning I had a message from him on Facebook, and that was all it took.


We began texting each other feverishly, banter pinging back and forth like tennis balls. When you’re young, having a person to flirt with is everything—it’s something to funnel all your insecurities and heightened emotions into. I latched on to Charlie quickly.


He was six years older, but I was more powerful. That was because of one very important reason: I cared less.


Caring is a currency when it comes to dating. It’s really very simple—whoever cares less has the upper hand. Luckily for me, Charlie fell head over heels in love with me and I fell head over heels in love with the attention he gave me. He clutched me like a prize, and I let him, finding pride in the desperate way he wanted me.


Our relationship was a constant push and pull. On the good days we’d lie in my twin-size bed, our bodies pushed together against the wall. My hair in his mouth, his fingers along the seam of my ribs. We’d undress each other in the rushed way you do when you’re young, when you think urgency means passion. Sometimes it would hurt and I’d stay silent, finding power in my stoic strength, in my ability to give him what he wanted without complaint. It was an exchange of energies, a way for us to speak without words, an expression of anger neither of us could quite identify.


I think he was angry with me for not loving him back, and I was angry with him for loving me at all.


Because this relationship, this attachment we were forming, was not how I had imagined my first relationship to be at all. I wanted love so desperately that it was pathetic, the way I’d fall asleep picturing what it might feel like to be cherished and understood. Whatever Charlie and I had seemed more like two actors pretending to be in love: We went on dates and fought and cried and took showers together and memorized the lines of each other’s faces just to say that we did. It was a whisper of what I imagined love to be, a shadow to hide behind.


On the bad days there was tension without the pleasure, the grating, exhausting dynamic between two people who just weren’t compatible. Every conversation would turn into an argument, each one of our buttons always being pushed.


One day we walked along the subway platform, and I commented on a cute couple in front of us.


“Okay, so you think they’re cuter than we are?” he huffed, no hint of humor in his voice.


I sighed. This was how most conversations went. “No,” I said. “No, of course not.”


He was silent the rest of the way home.


Another time he came with me to do my laundry. He got a phone call while we waited, and I sat next to him and picked at my nails. A few minutes later, Phoebe walked in to put her clothes in the wash. I walked over to her, chatting for a few minutes while Charlie finished his phone call. The afternoon ended in a screaming match outside of the laundromat, him accusing me of not wanting to spend time with him and me frustrated and confused.


He was needy, pushy, and manipulative, but he knew something that went unsaid: I always had one foot out the door. I was never truly invested in the relationship. I was twenty years old and relishing the unbridled attention of a man, even if it was messy and chaotic. It felt so good to be wanted like that. For the first time in my life, I was desired with an urgency that would have made me embarrassed if I hadn’t taken so much pleasure in it.


Two months after we met, he asked me to be his girlfriend at a Thai restaurant downtown. He built up the question over a long monologue about how much he cared about me and how perfect we were together. Finally, the question:


“I was wondering if you’d like to be my girlfriend,” he said with a smile.


I remember feeling nothing but dread as an answer curled out of my mouth. “Okay,” I said softly.
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My first boyfriend and my first foster dog had a lot in common. Namely, I had no idea what I was doing with either of them.


I’d like to say I started fostering dogs out of the goodness of my heart, or to alleviate the overwhelming burden put on city shelters, but I think the truth was that I really wanted a dog of my own but was too broke to afford one. Fostering seemed like a good compromise—I was able to have a dog without the financial responsibility of caring for one. Because most rescue organizations will cover the expenses of caring for a foster dog (food, vet care, supplies, etc.) it was a choice that just made sense.


My first foster dog was named Marble. Marble was adorable—he had one brown eye and one blue eye, black-and-white-speckled paws, and big floppy ears. I picked him up in the East Village one Wednesday afternoon and carried him five blocks to the subway, cuddling him tightly to my chest and smelling his puppy breath.


Once we got onto the subway, he settled into my lap and did something that, at the time, I found truly bizarre—he latched onto the sleeve of my jacket with his mouth and sucked it as if it were a pacifier. I now know that dogs can do this to self-soothe, perhaps if they were separated from their mothers too early. But in the moment, I was genuinely perplexed. I gently removed his mouth from my sleeve and gave him a kiss on his head.


His response to this was to bark at the top of his lungs.


I murmured my apologies to the quiet commuters shooting me annoyed glances and tried to calm him down. Finally I realized that his suckling was the only thing that would keep him calm, so I reluctantly let him latch back on. By the time we got to my apartment my entire sleeve was soaked through.


It was a few weeks of this—navigating Marble’s neuroses and trying to quell his many anxieties. He absolutely hated being left alone and refused to sleep in his crate. Instead, he slept curled into my neck, his paws stretched out straight above him. I spent the entire time stressed and worried, with dozens of soaking-wet blankets due to his self-soothing.


People expect your first relationship to be perfect—all innocence and romantic outings, long walks and whispered sweet nothings into clean sheets. I think people expect my first foster dog experience to have been perfect too. But the truth is that both were with cute, needy boys who I secretly couldn’t wait to get rid of.
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My relationship with Charlie continued into the winter. Every Friday I would take the 6 train to the L, transferring at Fourteenth Street, and make the long and frigid trip from the Upper East Side to Brooklyn. It was over an hour door to door; we would joke that we were in a long-distance relationship. He would often meet me outside his subway stop and make us swing by the Dollar General on the way back to his apartment. He’d purchase frozen dinners to eat through the weekend—fettuccine Alfredo and frostbitten chicken, steamed spinach with macaroni and cheese.


We would spend the next forty-eight hours locked in his bedroom, only leaving to use the bathroom or watch the occasional movie on his couch. It was easier to pretend like I was happy when it was just us—he was a person to hold me and tell me I was pretty, a warm body outlining mine through an endless New York winter. In those moments, it almost felt worth it. In those moments, having a boyfriend didn’t mean being understood. It didn’t mean being seen or even being appreciated. But it did mean that I had someone—a person to talk to about my day, someone to play with my hair while I fell asleep. And maybe that was fine. Maybe that was good enough.


Fostering dogs was not love at first sight for me either. In fact, my experience with Marble was mostly overwhelming and difficult. I didn’t feel an emotional connection to him, and, as horrible as it sounds, I almost resented how challenging he was. I was young and stupid and thought my experience growing up with dogs would effortlessly translate to caring for a recently rescued shelter dog, new to New York City and scared out of his mind.


I still took care of him, of course. I took him on long walks and washed his soiled blankets at the laundromat around the corner. I bought him the best dog treats I could afford. And every night we’d fall asleep together, him nestled in the curve of my neck, me softly stroking his ears. When the sun went down, things were quiet and okay. When the sun went down, it was easier to pretend like I had everything under control.
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Eventually, both things ended exactly the way they were meant to. Marble was adopted by a guy I went to high school with and went on to live a wonderful life. He had a big house, lots of dog friends, and many fuzzy blankets to sleep on. He seemed to settle into his life in the way most well-loved dogs do—happily and calmly.


My relationship, fortunately or unfortunately, did not have as happy an ending. It’s a long, drawn-out story, one that I love telling over a few glasses of wine to a new friend who hasn’t heard it yet, but the gist is this—I caught him sending shirtless photos of himself to someone online. I ended things immediately over the phone, and he called me sobbing: “Please let me come explain myself.”


I hung up the phone.


An hour later he was there, banging on my apartment door. I could hear my name echoing through the hallway. I opened the door, my face impassive.


“Please,” he said, catching his breath. “I’ll do anything.”


“Show me your phone,” I said. I extended my hand.


He met my eyes, his expression hardening. He took a deep breath. “No,” he said.


“Then we’re done here,” I said, shutting the door on him. The last thing I saw was the color draining from his face, the bags under his eyes puffy and bruised.


I didn’t cry that day, or the next day, or the next. I remember waiting for the grief to come, the heartache that enters at the end of your first relationship. But it didn’t. I think in some ways I welcomed the chaos and the way Charlie made a mess of everything. I was able to get out of a relationship that was making me miserable, and I didn’t have to be the bad guy. I was able to sit back and watch it all burn to the ground, the photos and memories and sheets that smelled like him. I watched it end with pleasure.


That night wasn’t entirely the end of it, though. Relationships don’t just end when you’re twenty-one. There were a few more months of chaos—he showed up to my birthday party uninvited, and I had to kick him out in front of a crowd of people. We slept together once more, twice more, maybe three times more—a punishment to myself, an unhappy reminder that my self-esteem was in the dirt.


Eventually, one day, I went over to his apartment and ended it for good. It was a brutally hot day in July and his air conditioner was rattling loudly. I left him sitting on his bed alone, his hands resting on his knees.


I’d like to say I never saw Charlie again, but I saw him twice after that, although he didn’t see me: once a few years later during a performance that Phoebe directed, and I knew he would probably be there. The second time was when I was swiping through dating apps and came across his profile. My stomach dropped, acid roiling in my veins, as I scrolled through his photos. And there, the last photo in the bunch: him with my parents’ dog, sitting on my parents’ couch. A photo that I took. I made a screenshot and sent it to all my friends.


But the night I left for good, I walked to the subway and waited for the train, sweat trickling down the back crease of my knee, and noticed something out of the corner of my eye.


Two rats were fighting on the train tracks—a brutal, ruthless fight. One rat bit into the other rat’s neck, pulling a chunk of flesh with it. The rat screamed and screamed, and I watched in horror. A few tourists took videos. I couldn’t look away.


On the ride home I decided it was fitting, what I saw. I didn’t know how or why this gruesome scene felt appropriate, but it did, a symbol that expelling this man from my life was the right choice.


As the subway car rattled along the tracks, I heard people replaying the video again and again, the rat screeching in agony the entire way home.
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