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For Corvus and Otie






foreword

A Year Without Dogs

Pam Houston
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We were put on Earth to be educated. I’m convinced of it. The Universe has a plan to make sure we don’t ever stop learning, not only in our minds, but also in our hearts.

Nearly a year ago, my novel Sight Hound was released. It is the story of Dante, an Irish wolfhound, very like my own Irish wolfhound (coincidentally, also named Dante) who was and remains the one great love of my life. Dante (in the book and in real life) was diagnosed with bone cancer on his fourth birthday. Chemotherapy and an amputation earned him three more years—the three best years anyone could ask for—before the cancer came out of remission and took his life. Dante lived with grace and died with dignity, and touched—changed—more lives in his seven years on the planet than some people do in seventy. No one’s life  was changed more than mine, as Dante parceled out lesson after lesson, as quickly and as many as his recalcitrant, resistant, and eventually grateful student could take.

Dante taught me that if your paws are too big to fit in your ears, you have to get someone else to do the scratching, and that if you want your hand to be licked, you might have to put it under somebody’s nose. He taught me that sitting in the grass together doing nothing isn’t really doing nothing at all, and that sometimes, even if you haven’t acted perfectly, the good thing happens anyway. He taught me that if you really love somebody, cleaning their bodily excretions off the carpet is no problem, and in the end, the money doesn’t really matter a bit. He taught me that loving, in the face of inevitable loss, is the single most important challenge of our lives; that without loss, life isn’t worth a hill of beans, and without love, life is nothing more than a series of losses. He taught me that everything is forgivable, that every moment contains eternity, and that loving unconditionally doesn’t mean you are a self-annihilating fool. After he died he taught me how to live without him, but also that I didn’t have to. He taught me that because we loved each other so completely, a part of him would always be with me.

My novel sold a lot of copies, which led to my giving a lot of talks and readings, 157, to be exact, and more are scheduled  down the road. I have flown 90,000 miles this year, domestically, on United (not to mention the other carriers), which ought to be against some kind of law. I have been through airport security so many times that I can probably set a land speed record for undressing. I am thrilled with the response to Sight Hound ... who wouldn’t be? But the success of the novel has been inversely proportional to the time I have gotten to spend with my four living wolfhounds—Tegan, Fenton, Mary Ellen, and Rose—and because the time I get to spend with my wolfhounds is directly proportional to my sanity, 2005 has left me feeling more than a little insane.

I have spent the last year with wonderful strangers, dog people from every corner of this country who want to tell me their stories. They have shown up at readings in North Carolina and Alaska and St. Louis and Albuquerque with letters and photos. They have filled my inbox and my mailbox with stories of Utah and Bosco and Tripper and Archibald, the dogs that found them when they were ready to change their lives. I have sat up in hotel rooms reading these stories, crying quietly while SportsCenter or The Weather Channel drones on in the background, missing Fenton and Tegan and Rose and Mary Ellen, missing the big man Dante most of all.

My father—my last living relative—died in February. My  marriage, which has spent the last several years amicably dissolving, has finally entirely dissolved. The traveling I’ve done this year has taken away mornings at my friends’ kitchen tables, it has taken away the comfort of my favorite sushi bar, my favorite bike ride, my favorite Peet’s Coffee & Tea, my favorite hikes with my favorite hounds. Sometimes, at the end of a long trip, I take the long-term parking shuttle out to where my car has been sitting for ten or twenty or thirty days, and when I get behind the wheel I weep from the relief of my car’s familiarity.

I know that this year, my dogs are better off without me. They have spent the time on my ranch with my ex, who adores them. They have each other, 120 wild acres to play on, horse poop to eat, rabbits to chase. No amount of wishing is going to squeeze an Irish wolfhound into a carry-on bag. They miss me. Especially Fenton, the little boy who so takes after his Uncle Dante, but there is no doubt that the dog who has taken this year’s separation the hardest is me.
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It is Thanksgiving morning, and for the first time since September, for only the third time this year, I am spending several days in a row at the ranch with my dogs. The Broncos are on television, the turkey is in the oven, and there are six hundred pounds of  dog in the living room. Tegan is on the bagel bed, Rose is on the throw rug, and Fenton and Mary Ellen are butt-to-butt on the big yellow couch. It is sunny and warm by 9,000-feet-above-sea-level standards, and there is no reason that the dogs should be inside on a day like today. But mom is home for a change, and we all took a walk up Shallow Creek this morning, and now no one is about to let her out of their sight.
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Rose, Fenton, and Mang Ellen

My friend Gary is here with the dogs and me for Thanksgiving. He lives across the country from me and is as busy as I am, but somehow we have carved out this peaceful week. I call him my friend Gary not to be coy, but because that is what he has been for twenty years. This past summer we slid into more-than-friend status. When our coupling doesn’t seem highly insane, it seems perfectly natural. Most of the time it seems highly insane. I loved Gary a lot as a friend, and now I love him in so many other ways too, I can hardly stand it. This is the first time I have been afraid to lose anything since I lost Dante, and now, when it really matters, I seem to have forgotten everything Dante taught me. I can feel this big love cracking me open. I don’t know what to do with myself. 


Gary and I have a lot of fights, and usually it is me who starts them. They are about all the things that don’t matter at all: exgirlfriends and poorly worded emails and why he hates to talk on the phone. After the knock-down drag-out we had on Tuesday, Gary said, “Pam, the defense has been on the field now for a long time.”

“Aren’t the humans perfectly marvelous creatures?” Dante whispers in my ear, the way he does when he’s hanging around near my left shoulder, “How they use all those highly developed language skills to drive away the very things they love the most?”

Some of our fights can be chalked up to being friends for so long that we are capable of saying anything to each other, and we do, without allowing for the particular sensitivities of new love. And there are the pressures of long distance. But I suspect the real reason I keep fighting with Gary is that I haven’t had my dogs around to remind me how to love him; how to just be happy at the very sight of him; how to not take things personally (that he doesn’t know how to send flowers, that he sometimes goes into the bathroom with the newspaper, and forgets, for an hour, to come out); how to remember the good things (like when he sang “You Can Close Your Eyes” to my voicemail when I was having trouble sleeping); and forget the bad things (see, I’ve forgotten them already); how to have faith that if we get through today, tomorrow we’ll have even more time to go out in the yard and throw the ball. 


We are sitting at the kitchen table across from each other, and gold Thanksgiving light is streaming in through the windows. Behind us, Fenton and Mary Ellen are snoring in unison on the couch.

Gary tells me his dead mother is speaking from the grave, telling him to be gentle.

I tell him my dead dog has his head on my left shoulder, telling me to be brave.

We should be okay as long as nobody overhears us, except the dogs, who don’t pay any attention, because they’ve known this stuff all along.
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I have no doubt that my Dante was the greatest dog that ever lived. I have no doubt that Sage, Tanny, and so many of the other dogs whose stories fill these pages are also the greatest dogs that ever lived. I have no doubt that you, too, the person holding this book in her hands, have known such a dog. How lucky we are to live in a world where almost everywhere we look we see another greatest dog that ever lived.

There’s a line in a Stephen Dunn poem I love that goes, Did you know that a good dog in your house can make you more thoughtful, even more moral? I know it’s true, and so do the women who wrote  these essays. Abigail Thomas lets her dogs Rosie, Harry, and Carolina teach her that sometimes going outside at 5 AM is enough to banish melancholy. Katie Arnold lets the neighborhood stray she calls Hyena teach her that sometimes attachment is “so glacially slow it’s indecipherable, little more than an instinctive stirring that escalates into something much bigger when you’re not paying attention.” After her sister gets diagnosed with inflammatory breast cancer, Abby Mims lets her mother’s high-maintenance pug named Wally teach her how to move forward tentatively, “carefully reaching toward a place where we can start to believe again that the people we love are safe.” And Julia Fulton (in an essay that makes me cry every time I read it) lets her dog Sage (rhymes with Taj) teach her how to survive earthquakes, how to keep her promises, and eventually, how to sit still and let herself be loved.

Dogs change lives. Half Buddha, half Bozo, they keep us tethered to the earth, and they teach us to fly. Our dogs are our sanity keepers. They are our suicide-prevention task force. (There I’d be with the gun in my hand, and Fenton would look at me and say, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” and of course he’d be right, as always.) They are the worthy and willing recipients of our fierce, unrelenting, and unconditional love. They are our personal trainers, our gurus, our reason to get up in the morning, our bed-warmers, our muses, our teachers, our hearts.






Note from the Editor:

Dog Moms Are a Special Breed

Megan Me Morris
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The collection you hold in your hands is the brainchild of my editor at Seal Press, Jill Rothenberg. It all began one day last January: I was minding my own business when an email popped up from her, asking if I would be interested in heading up this project. Hmmm ... assign and edit stories about women and their dogs? Let’s just say that no one had to twist my arm to sign up.

Jill’s emails turned into phone calls, and then a funny thing happened: our calls gave way to long chats on Friday afternoons, when we both had a little more time to talk. Over the course of many friendly phone calls, our conversations spilled over into other areas of our lives: races we were running, birthday parties we were having, new boyfriends, ex-boyfriends, and yes, the  trials and tribulations of our dogs. In more than five years of freelancing full-time, it was the first time I’d had this type of chatty relationship with an editor, especially with someone I had never met in person. It’s not really that surprising though: Our mutual dog-mom status gave us an instant familiarity, a spark of friendship that led us into deeper conversations.

That’s because dog moms are a special breed, which is something we wanted to celebrate with this book. We agreed from the start that we wanted stories that went beyond the clichéd, meand-my-dog cutesy route. Instead, our goal was to compile a range of well-written stories about the many ways in which dogs affect our lives, both good and bad and somewhere in between. Armed with that mission, we went our separate ways and spread the word to every female-writer-with-a-dog we knew or knew of.

Luckily, our networking paid off in the form of these twentysix stories (and one fabulous introduction from Pam Houston) about all realms of dogginess. We discovered that we have as many different relationships with dogs as there are breeds—from a Great Dane who doesn’t live up to her breed’s identity as a gentle giant, to a dachshund who takes up residence in the family car, to the many colorful personalities in between: two other dachshunds, four hounds, four Irish wolfhounds, three border collie mixes, two weimaraners, two yellow Labs, one golden retriever, one chocolate  Lab, one pug, one corgi, one keeshond, one greyhound, one husky, one Beardy mix, plus four mixes of various spaniel/retriever/ shepherd combos, one undetermined mix of breeds, and one that, well, most closely resembles a hyena.

From short, humorous stories to longer, more poignant tales, the essays you find here all show the love—and yes, sometimes the love-hate—relationships we have with the dogs in our lives. They may be called Man’s Best Friend, but as these stories show, there’s truly no gender divide when it comes to our canine companions.

Thanks for reading.

 



 



 



Megan Me Morris 
January 2006






The Dog Whisperer

Abby Mims
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When I come downstairs in the morning, my mother is falling apart. She is on her hands and knees in the living room, sobbing and scrubbing at the mess on the carpet that her pug, Wally, has left behind. Her nerves are beyond raw these days, and she is not sleeping—most nights I hear her pad quietly upstairs into the guest bedroom at three or four in the morning, where she listens to spiritual lectures on tape until dawn. She is forgetting things as well, sometimes asking me the same question two or three times in a day.

She keeps scrubbing, and I stand frozen for a moment at the edge of the carpet, not knowing what to do. Nothing unnerves me more than watching my mother fall apart. It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does she is so lost that I  am left unmoored, unable to hold onto the person I have always depended on. It leaves me feeling, in the most concrete of ways, that the world makes no sense. As I stand there, I realize that I haven’t seen her like this in years, fourteen to be exact, the last time I lived at home.

Six months ago, my younger sister Kari was healthy and I was living in Hollywood, finishing graduate school and trying to become a writer, worrying mainly about agents, publishing, and how much traffic there was on the 405. Now, my twenty-eight-year-old sister is battling inflammatory breast cancer, and I am living back in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon, in the house where I grew up, trying to negotiate daily life with my mother, my stepfather, and Wally. Now I worry about MRIs and bone scans, and the difference between a Stage IIIC and a Stage IV diagnosis.

Something I didn’t know about breast cancer before: Early detection is great and all, but no matter how many times you lie on your back with your arm above your head, feeling for pea-size masses, it is never as simple as finding the lump, getting it out, and slapping on a pink ribbon. Especially not when you have a rare form of the disease that makes up less than 1 percent of the cases, when the sneaky creep has moved to your lymph nodes and skin in less than two months, or when your tumor measures 10.5 cm x 3.5 cm x 9.5 cm.

“It’s about the size of an ice cream sandwich,” my sister said early on in this whole mess, as if we were all puzzling over this particular issue. “I’ve been thinking about it, and you could say it’s something like a squished grapefruit, but that’s not quite right.” The two of us were standing in the kitchen when she had this revelation, and she opened the freezer and pulled an ice cream sandwich out to demonstrate. We’d bought a box of them the week before, because she can eat all the sugar she wants on chemo days. She held it up to her breast and made a circle in the air around it with her index finger. “You see?” And I nodded, wanting to snatch that harmless rectangle from her hand, toss it outside into the late fall sun, and watch it melt to nothing.

I move toward my mother now, sit down on the couch, and ask her what’s wrong. I assume that all the scrubbing and crying has to do with what Kari has endured—and will endure—in the coming months: chemo, a possible mastectomy, more chemo, radiation, removal of her ovaries, premature menopause. But she tells me no, that isn’t it, this meltdown isn’t about Kari.

It’s about Wally. It’s about the dog.

“It’s very depressing to have a dog that barfs all the time,” she says when she catches her breath. Among many other things—he barks at the ceiling for no apparent reason, he refuses to go for walks unless most of the family is going, he obsessively licks his  own nose when he feels insecure—Wally has terrible situational anxiety. This causes him to throw up when other dogs are around, when he goes somewhere new, when he knows he’s going to be left behind, and sometimes, most times, for no reason at all. He has a sensitive stomach, my mother says. An easy gag reflex. She has even gone so far as to develop a scale of intensity to normalize this behavior. For instance, if he’s only done it once in a day, this is not so bad, or if he’s gotten into the cat food or the garbage, anything that isn’t his special vet-prescribed dog food, this simply doesn’t count. This behavior has been going on since he was a puppy, but it has gotten steadily worse since my sister got sick, and my mother is starting to take it personally.
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Wally

“Everyone is always telling me what to do about it,” she says, leaving the spot on the carpet for a moment and sitting up to face me. “Like I haven’t tried everything, like I don’t know what I’m doing, like I’m a horrible dog mother.”

“Mom,” I say, trying to reel her back in, “no one is accusing you of that, no one thinks that.” She shakes her head and goes back to her scrubbing. “He was weaned too early, that’s all. He’s got issues.” I want to believe this is true, that some kind of Freudian  complex drives Wally’s various neuroses, but I know dogs tend to respond to energy and often reflect the emotional states of the people around them. Essentially, if Wally’s calibrations are anywhere near accurate, we are all something of a mess.

Dogs have a long history in our family, big ones mostly, Labs and retrievers. They have been around since I can remember, even going back as far as the night I was born—when my mother was in labor, my father was rescuing my aunt’s retriever, Crazy, from the middle of a frozen lake in Montana. Growing up, we had a black Lab named Quentin, who, by the time we could ride on his back or curl up against his stomach, was a fat, lazy beast. He was around until I was eight, when my parents divorced and we had to move into an apartment complex that didn’t take dogs. He went to live with my aunt and uncle then, on several acres north of Seattle. We visited him in the summers, and the August he was dying, my sister and I sat in the barn with him every night after dinner. I kept his head in my lap and Kari rubbed his silky ears and we both pretended not to notice how slow his breathing had gotten or the effort it took for him to pull air into his lungs.

A few years later, when we moved into a house again, my mother brought home a hyperactive cocker spaniel that promptly ran smack into the sliding glass door, knocking it out onto the deck. He then turned around and bit my mother and was never  heard from again. A few weeks later she brought home Oreo, a Lab/retriever mix who wasn’t so smart and was more than a little codependent—she had a hard time going anywhere without my mother. I was a teenager and my mother loved this new dog, and therefore I couldn’t stand her. Looking back, that dog was everything she needed at the time: a peaceful, dependent being who offered unconditional love and comfort when at least one of her children was providing her anything but. Oreo was thirteen when she died, and it took my mother several years to recover, but when she did, she decided what she wanted was a small dog with a big dog personality. A dog that could walk with her and sit in her lap, offer her extra company when she needed it, and serve as a substitute for the grandchildren that were nowhere in sight. That’s when Wally arrived, as a two-pound puppy you could hold in your palm. Sweet, tiny, and, we would soon discover, incredibly high maintenance.
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Kari is living near Bainbridge Island while she goes through treatment in Seattle, and my parents and I alternate staying with her for a week or two at a time. Wally comes less often, nervous as he is, but when my sister is a few sessions into her first round of chemo, my mother brings him for a visit. Kari’s face has taken  on a slightly waxy appearance by then, and her hair has started to fall out in the most disturbing of ways—not in clumps, as one would expect, but instead via a gradual thinning process that has made my beautiful sister look something like an old man with a receding hairline. She is fond of making me scream and flinch by lifting up the layer of hair that is left and exposing the bare skull underneath. It is a reaction she never tires of, one that I am starting to understand gives her some kind of pure, twisted joy. In a few more weeks, she will shave her head, as she will no longer be able to tolerate waking up to a pillow full of hair. For now, she wears scarves and hats. She hates the wigs we’ve gotten for her.

If you ask, she will say she is fine, she is doing fine, and all the attention and bustle around her isn’t necessary. She is tired, though, and she looks it, and my mother is doing her best not to worry, but her mouth involuntarily becomes a thin, tight line whenever my sister catches her eye. There is nothing my mother hates more than when she is accused of being anxious or overly concerned, and I think this is why she holds her breath longer than the rest of us do each time Wally is brought into a potentially stressful situation. We all do it, really; we wait and cross our fingers, hoping that this time he will leave behind all of his insecurities and fears and develop a new approach to life. In fact, we all did it two days ago when he arrived, yet the puking has  hardly abated since, no matter the amount of hand-wringing, soft coos of encouragement, or denial my mother employs to cope.

“He hasn’t thrown up all morning,” she says. “You see? He’s getting better.”

“Mom,” I say. “He threw up ten minutes ago.”

“That wasn’t anything,” she says. “It was hardly anything, anyway.” Other things my mother does to combat their mutual angst: She hums Hindu mantras designed to dissipate all things worrisome and insists on keeping the dog practically strapped to her side at all times.

This is how Wally ends up in the back seat of the car on a trip to the grocery store one day—we have just gotten home from chemo and we need something, a protein powder or oat bran or one of the two dozen supplements the naturopath says my sister should be taking to counteract the side effects of treatment. My sister says she wants to go with my mom and Wally to the store because she is stubborn and strong-willed, and because she will say she is fine. This won’t change as the months go on, as no matter what she is going through or how much it hurts, she will endure and manage to keep it together to the point that the rest of us will end up looking like pathetic, deflated shadows of our former selves.

I am standing on the back porch, contemplating whether or not to water the plants there, when the car pulls back into the  driveway. I walk around to the front and find the passenger door open, my sister nowhere to be found, and my mother looking genuinely panicked. They have been gone less than five minutes.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she says. “Everywhere, it’s fucking everywhere. Help me, would you?”

And it is everywhere, on the upholstery, the doors, the floor, the ceiling. I am halfway into the car with wet rags and Wally is backing himself into a corner, trying to avoid his own mess, when my sister walks slowly up the driveway. She is drained of color and when she reaches the car, she puts her hands on her knees, bends over, takes off her hat, and lets her balding head dangle.

“Jesus,” she says, “Jesus, I can’t fucking do this.” Then she slowly stands back up and walks toward the house. I hand my mother a rag, meet her eyes. We both know Kari is talking about more than cleaning up after the dog, and it is unnerving to see her like this, overwhelmed and fragile, actually acting like a cancer patient. My mother looks back down at the upholstery and we don’t say anything to one another; we just wipe and clean and scrub until there is nothing more we can do.

Things only get worse after this incident—my sister’s treatment trudges on, we all (particularly our mother) grow more tired and anxious, and the dog responds in kind. By the time my sister is recovering from surgery in Portland, it’s gone way  beyond throwing up—he now barks nonstop outside the door while my mother tries to meditate, he follows her around and attacks the vacuum when she cleans, he yips at the ceiling when she isn’t paying enough attention to him, he runs in circles around the couch where my sister tries to sleep. My mother is cracking under the pressure and has started to talk about finding Wally a new home.

“I can get him to stop all of it,” Kari says from the couch. It is only a few days after her lumpectomy and she is sore and bruised, her rib cage and chest still bound tightly in bandages. A tube runs from the bottom of the bandages to a plastic receptacle, one of the drains she has to keep in for a week that will do the work of the lymph nodes she had removed in the surgery, pushing out the waste her body is producing. She pushes herself up to a sitting position, wincing a little. “It’s all about being calm and assertive at the same time.”

“Really,” our mother says. “How so?”

What she does not know is that in the past few weeks, my sister has discovered a man named Caesar who has a show called The Dog Whisperer on the National Geographic Channel. He has become my sister’s newest fascination, her focus really, and his genius and techniques are most of what she wants to talk about these days, instead of how she feels or what we can  do to help or what the next phase of her treatment is going to be. She insists I watch with her two or three times a week, and I do have to admit that he pulls off nothing less than miracles in canine behavioral modification.

“You have to act like the mother would in the wild. Or like the leader of the pack. No bargaining, just instinct, orders, and response,” Kari says.

“But I don’t want to be mean,” our mother says. We both roll our eyes. Our mother never wants to be mean. “And nothing we’ve done until now helps anyway, not the trainer or the walking schedule. Nothing. Plus, honey, I think you’ve got other things to deal with at the moment.”

“It’s fine,” my sister says, “because I can get him to stop from right here on this couch. I swear to God.”

My mother acquiesces, and Wally begins his training. He spends five days on a short leash next to Kari in the TV room, and she sits there radiating calm assertiveness, never raising her voice or yanking on his collar when he tries to bolt or starts to bark. Much like Caesar, she makes a low, sharp noise from between her teeth and flicks the leash enough to let him know that his behavior is not acceptable. After the first few hours of this routine, he is less agitated, and by the third or fourth day, he is turning to look at her before he makes a move to do anything.

Over the next few months, Kari continues her dog-whispering routine with Wally and he miraculously barks and barfs less. It even appears that the overall spectrum of his neuroses begins to narrow. Around the same time, we all are allowed to exhale slightly when the pathology from her surgery comes back cancer free, she gets through her second round of chemo, and the color starts to come back into her face. My mother starts sleeping through the night, and I stop obsessing (for at least a few hours at a time) that my sister is going to die.

It is not over yet, however, and there will be scares down the road, like the new lump she will find in her breast when she starts radiation or the masses on her ovaries that will materialize before her second surgery. In those moments, before we know it is only so much fatty tissue and a couple of harmless cysts, any footing we’ve gained will suddenly be lost and we will be right back where we started, the panic rising in our throats and the familiar sharp dread poking at the bottom of our ribs. We will all try to follow Kari’s lead when these things happen, to take in some of the calm she projects and try to keep breathing. For a long time, though, we will all act a little like Wally still does when he meets new people or visits unfamiliar places. He puts his nose out timidly and sniffs, and although he may retreat at first, he is slowly, slowly getting brave enough to move forward and rub up against the unknown  without panicking to the point of losing his lunch. Like him, we are all moving forward tentatively these days, carefully reaching toward a place where we can start to believe again that the people we love are safe.






Little Dog, Big Heart

Susan Cheever
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I was brought up to believe that there were two kinds of dog people. Big-dog people were smart, classy, generous, whiskey drinkers. They didn’t hug and kiss each other; instead they relied on shoulder punches and handshakes to express affection. Small-dog people lived in over-decorated apartments, where they talked about their needs in screechy voices and drank only sherry. Cat people were not even discussed.

I was proud to be a big-dog person. Our household was crowded with shambling, oversized retrievers. The myth was that we had dogs because they were useful—although none of our family Labradors had ever dreamed of actually retrieving a bird. We were not the kind of family who would have had dogs who loved us extravagantly; any talk about a desire to  be loved was definitely frowned on. In our family, love was complicated, beset with rules and regulations, and often a source of embarrassment.

Our dogs were gorgeous creatures with silky coats, fluid movements, and deep, liquid eyes. They came from breeders with WASPy names who lived in large clapboard country houses. These breeders had silver martini shakers and shared our distaste for small dogs and our contempt for pet shops and puppy mills. Our dogs seemed to like us well enough, but they weren’t passionate about it. After all, they had come from generations of aristocrats so who could blame them for being standoffish? We gave them elaborate show-offy names like Cassiopeia, after the Ethiopian Queen whose constellation edges the summer sky in New England, and Ezekiel, after a 17th-century ancestor named Ezekiel Cheever, and Flora MacDonald, after the nurse who fled from England with Bonnie Prince Charlie.

So how did I end up with a miniature dachshund named Cutie? How can I love a passionate, shrieky little critter whose idea of work is to find a patch of sunlight and curl up in it, or to burrow under a pile of quilts with just a tiny tail sticking out? Isn’t it canine heresy for me to harbor a lap dog whose entire thirteen pounds is devoted to expressing love, needy love, unmannerly love, blatantly embarrassing love? Sure, dachshunds were bred  to hunt badgers. Cutie has never seen a badger, and his idea of a badger hole is a sleeping bag with my son inside.

My disintegration happened slowly. As an adult, at first I had my own retrievers, but I went for golden retrievers, the friendlier kind. Maybe I was hungry for a little affection. I certainly wouldn’t have admitted that. Then when the time came to buy a dog for my daughter, we scouted hundreds of types of dogs and settled on a Pembroke Welsh Corgi—a big dog in an apartment-sized body, perfect for our Manhattan lifestyle. Our corgi was named Lydia Hutchinson after an obscure New England judge. She came from a country house kennel, Roughhouse, and the day we picked her up the deal was sealed with a lunchtime martini.

Lydia was elderly by the time I decided to buy a dog for my son’s ninth birthday. We were living in a medium-sized apartment, but the rooms often felt too small for the playing and working and milling around that went on there. When my son said he wanted a golden retriever, my heart sank. Then one night at a dinner party, the host’s miniature dachshund, Melvin, hopped up on the chair next to my son. My son looked over. Melvin’s whiskers twitched. He put his little black nose under my son’s arm and gave it a push so that he would embrace him. The deal was done.

The day we went shopping for a dachshund was the day I learned that shopping for a dog means buying a dog. At the pet  store, the salesman put us in a room with a three-pound ball of black and tan fur. The ball of fur latched its tiny arms around my son’s neck and began to lick his face.

“His name is Cutie!” my son said with a huge grin.

“We’re not even sure we’re getting him,” I protested. “Why don’t we go get some lunch and think it over?” I hadn’t intended to buy a pet shop dog; I wasn’t sure about a dachshund. I have often thought that people look like their dogs. I imagined my beautiful children growing into dwarf-legged, pointy-nosed clowns, and I said it again. “Let’s leave him here and think it over. We can come back.” Both children turned to me in disbelief. “Why don’t we name him Rilke,” I said, “since dachshunds are German. Or Goethe?” No one heard me. Soon Cutie, wrapped in a purple sweater, was in my son’s arms, while I wrote out a check with many numbers on it.
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Cutie
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What is it like to break the mold? Fortunately Cutie turns all serious questions into good humor. It’s hard not to smile around Cutie. There is something about him—his long body and short  legs, his expectant face, his proudly lifted little tail, his inquisitive, perked-up ears—that makes me laugh no matter what else is going on. We like to joke that Cutie has a PhD from the University of Cuteness—I even designed a little diploma for him from the Universitatis Cutensis. Like many dogs, he’s a natural comic, signaling dinnertime like a whirling dervish, but he’s all business when it’s time to go out for a walk. Cutie the dachshund is a mindaltering drug.

Cutie doesn’t just love unconditionally, he positively vibrates with enthusiasm. When he sees someone he loves, his tail wags and his whole body wags with it. Every furry molecule seems to radiate gladness. He lets out howls of exuberant joy. Cutie doesn’t care if I have eaten an extra cookie, or if I have missed a deadline, or if I am a bad mother, or the kind of shopper who likes to think things over. He loves the essential me, the person I know is in there even when I’m snapping at my children, or criticizing a friend, or weeping with frustration over a paragraph that won’t get written.

[image: 014]

When Cutie was three and had won our hearts, his back began to hurt him. He stopped jumping. Then one day he couldn’t walk and we rushed him to the Animal Medical Center. The surgeon told us that his back problem was probably caused by a ruptured disc. He  would need a myelogram and surgery as soon as possible. The cost would be around $3,000, the surgeon said. She said it was good that he had only lost the use of his legs a few hours earlier.
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