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      For Sandi and Cleo, Helen and Eileen

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Experience is not what happens to

      	
      a man; it is what a man does with

      
      what happens to him.

      
      —ALDOUS HUXLEY

      
   
   	
   	
      	
      	Author’s Note
      

  

      
      
      THIRTY years ago, as a wide-eyed, dumbstruck teenager, I helped resuscitate a lifeless newborn puppy, rudely dispatched into
         this world via cesarean section. For me it was a pivotal event, an awakening, igniting a dream and ultimately a career as
         a veterinarian. Decades later, I can still be floored by the surge of excitement that struck me back then. Sometimes it can
         be brazen like the fist-pumping thrill of deciphering a mysterious ailment. Sometimes it can be subtle, hidden behind a secret
         smile as you watch a reunion between an old man and his four-legged companion from afar. No matter what form it takes, veterinary
         medicine casts a spell and I was hooked long ago. I love that whenever I least expect it, I will feel the familiar buzz that
         reminds me there is something magical about healing sick animals.
      

      
      In the twenty-first century, veterinarians can offer our pets advances in healthcare no less than, and, in some instances,
         more cutting edge than our own. Forget about your garden-variety joint replacements and kidney transplants, I’m talking about
         gene therapy, stem-cell treatment, and anti-cancer vaccines. This is happening right now and the scientific breakthroughs
         that make it all possible demand our understanding and respect.
      

      
      At veterinary school we become indoctrinated in the church of the scientific method, accepting the gospel according to rational
         thought and proven data. There is always a logical explanation. Serendipity has no place in our daily skirmish between life
         and death. Like so many of my brethren, I drank the Kool-Aid, believed in this philosophy, but as soon as I graduated, I woke
         up in the real world of medical ambiguity, everyday miracles, everyday heartbreak, and the kind of life lessons that don’t
         come with a lecture and a handout.
      

      
      In my first book, Tell Me Where It Hurts, I tried to capture the pace, the rush, and the impact of all that is new in veterinary medicine, putting the reader on my
         side of the examination table, sharing the struggles and the joys of trying to heal animals. More importantly, I hoped to
         convey one simple and prevailing truth, that for all the fancy technology and medical advances, what endures and what will
         always matter most is the intensity of the relationship between human and animal. We can label the emotional connection between
         pet and owner with an inadequate and cold phrase like “bond,” but for those of us humbled by the awesome responsibility of
         trying to keep the connection alive, perhaps we should call it as we see it. Fundamentally, our professional goal is to repair
         and sustain mutual love.
      

      
      Most of what follows is my attempt to document the undeniable strength of this love, to discover what makes it tick, and to
         reveal everything you will not find in veterinary textbooks, through my encounters with some extraordinary humans and animals over a two-year period. These
         pet owners were kind enough to take me beyond the dispassionate detail of a pertinent clinical history and reveal another
         side to their stories, helping me comprehend the intensity of the relationship they want me to restore. Their insight serves as a reminder
         that, for the most part, pet and owner come as a package deal and the privilege of rendering care for animals has consequences
         far beyond the physical limitations of an ailing body covered in fur, feathers, or scales.
      

      
      At the heart of this book are the true stories of two animals, Helen and Cleo, and their remarkable humans. Read on and you
         will appreciate that I am not playing favorites. There have been many easier cases to recount, tougher diseases sent packing,
         and successes that had me smiling for days. But I dare you to search your memories, filter for what really lingers, and come
         up with anything other than the highest highs and the lowest lows. These stories intersect at one point. From entirely different
         worlds their paths crossed because, independently, they sought medical attention from one veterinarian who happened to be
         me. Thankfully, though I may be integral to the plot, mine is at most a supporting role. The real stars of the show are easy
         to spot.
      

      
      Where possible, I have tried to maintain the chronology of the major events, my memory supplemented by medical records, interviews
         with colleagues, e-mails, letters, telephone and face-to-face conversations with owners. In many instances I describe pertinent
         background and events surrounding these stories based upon facts and the emotional circumstances as they were conveyed to
         me. This was never meant to be a commissioned biography and as such it is influenced by my interpretation, taking the liberty to make inferences, to fill in the gaps with educated guesses, to envisage unrecorded
         conversations, all the while striving to build a story true to the essence and integrity of my characters, those on two legs
         and on four. In some cases, the names of pets, owners, and veterinarians and any particular identifiers have been changed
         to ensure anonymity. In others, real identities remain.
      

      
      If life’s journey is a continuous education and everything happens for a reason then this is my attempt to share some of what
         I have learned. Over the years I have come to appreciate how animals enter our lives prepared to teach and far from being
         burdened with an inability to speak, they have many different ways to communicate. It is up to us to listen more than hear, to look into more than past. What passes for understanding requires commitment, patience, and, granted, an occasional leap of faith, but every so often even the cynic can decipher our pets’ messages and appreciate a simple
         yet indelible message. For me, these particular cases spoke loud and clear, giving me an unforgettable lesson in hope, generosity,
         and the incredible capacity for humans and animals to open their hearts to each other.
      

      
   
      
      
      	
      	1
      	HELEN
    

  

      
      INSIDE the restaurant, they were just an ordinary couple, enjoying their dinner, comfortable with the lulls in conversation
         that define a successful relationship. Yet Ben was tuned in to everything unsaid, to the waves of distraction playing over
         Eileen’s face, her refuge in the safety of neutral topics—his latest commission, an upcoming exhibition in California, the
         antics of their beloved Newfoundland dog, Didi, patiently waiting for them to come home. He knew what was really on Eileen’s
         mind, but at this stage in their marriage he had learned his wife would talk about her troubles when the time was right.
      

      
      Outside the restaurant, there was a creature waiting in the shadows. Historically, only certain humans—the kind with food—were
         of any interest to this animal and like most of her species, she relied heavily on olfactory guidance to pick her targets.
         But on this bitter, cloudless night, refrigerated air would have forced her to trust to visual cues, searching for victims
         with a friendly, receptive demeanor and preferably carrying a doggy bag.
      

      
      An elderly husband and wife shuffled toward a frosty-white Cadillac like a couple of emperor penguins. By any standard they
         looked approachable, likely to be sympathetic, and there was that all-important polystyrene container in hand. Then the woman spoke, and the shrill and relentless pitch of her voice forced the creature to back off,
         the tirade fueled by an inattentive waitress, stale bread, and overpriced entrees, the woman’s husband distracted and happy
         to grunt in agreement, his index finger working some meaty detritus trapped between difficult-to-reach molars.
      

      
      Next up was a gaggle of twentysomething women, laughing and shouting, pitching back and forth, alcohol, high heels, and black
         ice adding to their amusement as they staggered across slippery asphalt arm in arm, five abreast. No doubt they were getting
         in practice for next month’s office Christmas party. Only one of these Spice Girls kept a straight face and fortunately she
         was the one fumbling for a set of car keys.
      

      
      There was a man overdressed in a suit and tie, out of place with an attractive woman in blue jeans, the two awkward together
         in the open raw darkness. She stood upright, feet together, hugging herself, drum tight, impervious to his forced small talk,
         his rehearsed prelude to plucking up his courage and leaning forward, hoping for a kiss, as she read the move and delivered
         a polite smile while extending a weak hand to shake. The moment said it all—thanks, but no thanks. Another blind date disaster,
         another phone number for her to screen on her caller ID.
      

      
      The guy headed toward the pickup truck had encountered the creature before and perhaps it was recognition that had her edging
         out of the shadows until he opened the passenger side door and a stream of curses exploded in the frigid night air. The words
         were meaningless to her but their volume, clipped intonation, and vehemence packed a punch. His ice scraper was no longer
         in the glove compartment where he thought he had left it, forcing him to pull on the cuff of his lumberjack shirt and scour
         a hole through the gathering frost on his windshield.
      

      
      And then there were Ben and Eileen, headed for a small SUV in the farthest corner of the lot. Despite the absence of a doggy
         bag, their body language sent all the right signals. They walked slowly, his arm around her shoulder, his head floating a foot above hers, angled down, a big hand visible and offering a reassuring squeeze.
      

      
      “You’ve gone all quiet on me,” said Ben. “You okay?”

      
      Eileen looked up and worked on forcing a smile into her voice.

      
      “I’m good,” she said and added, “I was just thinking about Helen. I’m going to miss her, you know.”

      
      Ben nodded but kept quiet, watching her find the words.

      
      “I mean, it’s not as if she didn’t have a wonderful life. Ninety-two years old—three children, nine grandchildren, twenty-one
         greatgrandchildren. Independent, determined, and opinionated until the end and she gets to die peacefully in her sleep. What more could anyone ask for?”
      

      
      Ben pursed his lips, keeping in step with her deliberate, short stride, surprised they had never gotten to this when he was
         eating his main course of homemade gnocchi. He had come prepared to discuss the death of Eileen’s last living grandparent,
         Helen, to defend the inevitability and unpredictability of loss, the way it can summon injustice and anger as it clings to
         those left behind. But he could clearly see the only emotion welling up in his wife’s big blue eyes was sadness.
      

      
      “Your grandmother was a great lady and if ‘Ma’ taught me anything,” Ben stretched out the a like a lifelong Red Sox fan from South Boston, “it would be not to go all mawkish over her passing. Let’s not forget, Helen
         was the matriarch who nurtured three generations of unruly boys with the line ‘Don’t come crying to me when you’re dead’!”
      

      
      Eileen began to laugh, the uninhibited laughter of vulnerability and relief.

      
      “You’re absolutely right,” she said, hearing Helen’s familiar scratchy voice fade away inside her head. She looked up at her
         husband, loving him for his gift of always finding the right words and the satisfaction written all over his face for having
         done so.
      

      
      “Thanks. And thanks again for dinner. It was great.”

      
      “You’re very welcome,” said Ben, pecking her on the cheek before breaking away and pressing the key fob, lights on the Toyota
         RAV 4 blinking in anticipation of their arrival.
      

      
      Ever the gentleman, he came around to the passenger side and opened the door. He had time to squeeze in a theatrical bow and
         sweeping hand gesture before releasing a loud involuntary screech, as something small and black entered his peripheral vision
         from the left, moving at high speed and headed directly for his wife.
      

      
      Some time later he would try to defend his uncharacteristically emasculated reaction, blaming the poor lighting, the moonless
         night, the absence of streetlamps, his myopia and need for a new contact prescription. He would reference his childhood fear
         of bears, his fleeting impression of a stealthy, possibly rabid beast, its velocity smacking of focus, target, and intent
         to harm. Finally he would claim that the controlled scream was his best attempt at offering his wife some kind of a warning,
         given all of these limitations.
      

      
      “It’s just a dog,” said Eileen, squatting down to initiate a proper greeting without hesitation. “What did you think it was?”

      
      Releasing a breathy “Jesus Christ,” Ben disengaged his flattened body from the car’s hood.

      
      “I just saw this black thing, coming out of nowhere,” he said, moving closer.

      
      Eileen appeared not to hear him, focused on comforting the trembling ball of fur at her feet.

      
      The dog had homed in like a heat-seeking missile, squirming around her shins in a tail-wagging, butt-wiggling frenzy of excitement,
         going turbocharged with the apparent ecstasy of human contact. As soon as Eileen bent down to pet her, she could feel the
         uneven curly knots of fur, clumps of matted, congealed hair hanging from her body, gritty, greasy dirt leaping onto Eileen’s
         fingertips. The dog flipped over, onto her back, big front paws limp, back legs splayed, relaxed, praying for a belly rub
         or a scratch in a difficult-to-reach armpit, and as Eileen obliged, the dog’s eyes closed and her teeth began to chatter, as if she were saying “thank you” in Morse code.
      

      
      “What is he?” said Ben.

      
      “He,” said Eileen, “is a she, and she, if I am not mistaken, is an American cocker spaniel.”

      
      As Eileen spoke, the momentary shift in her attention had the dog back onto all four legs, frantically resuming the quest
         for a physical connection, rooting with its short snout like a veteran Provençal hound catching the scent of wild truffles.
      

      
      Ben watched his wife pick up the little dog’s head with two hands, gently cradling the weighty pendulous ears in her grasp,
         locking eyes, offering words of reassurance, and he saw the patent intensity in their connection, an electrical circuit being
         completed, and he knew he was in trouble. He had enough of a sense of Eileen’s compassion and weakness when it came to animals
         to know exactly where this was headed.
      

      
      Ben considered himself a bona fide animal lover having grown up with all manner of pets: birds and horses, cats and dogs.
         However, for the past five years, he had been devoted to 140 pounds of black female Newfoundland that went by the name of
         Didi. Larger than life, Didi was an Airbus of a dog, filling rooms with her presence and hearts with her easy joie de vivre.
         Ben relished the simple pleasures of living with this goofy-Newfy. Of all the dogs he had ever known, there was something
         about this giant, this temptress of the bear hug—reeling you in every time as her independent streak made you work to share
         her space, and not the other way round. Yet here, at his feet, suddenly and unsolicited, a very different kind of dog was
         igniting an unsettling little sparkle in his wife’s eyes. By comparison, here was a creature that seemed, irrespective of
         size, somewhat agitated and particularly needy. Neither he nor Eileen had ever considered getting a second dog. Why would
         they? Didi provided all the canine presence anyone could possibly want or hope for. And besides, there were basic practicalities
         to consider—dog food and veterinary bills—and who knew how well this cocker spaniel might get on with other dogs? If only out of prudence and a sense
         of loyalty to his beloved Didi, it seemed appropriate to air some measure of reservation, though this would require diplomacy,
         if not caution.
      

      
      “She must belong to someone,” said Ben, more statement than question.

      
      Eileen felt around the dog’s neck.

      
      “No collar, no tags.”

      
      She encouraged the dog to roll over, quickly rewarded once more with obedience and a desire to please.

      
      “And I don’t see any sign of a tattoo.”

      
      Ben squatted down and offered the dog a belly scratch while inspecting the bald skin patches of her groin for ink. Nothing
         but a coating of what felt like a thick lacquer of engine oil. He jiggled a sizable love handle on the dog’s hips.
      

      
      “Well, whoever owns her makes sure she is well fed. No shortage of insulation here.”

      
      “Thank God,” said Eileen, a little defensively, surprised by her husband’s lack of chivalry and decorum. “It’s freezing out
         here.”
      

      
      She glanced over at Ben.

      
      “Go see if she belongs to the restaurant.”

      
      Ben eased back into a standing position.

      
      “What, now?” He sensed that the whine in his voice was not helping his cause. He opted for a different tack. “Look,” he said,
         “she has to be a smart dog. She knew what she was doing when she found you. She’ll find her way home, no problem.”
      

      
      Eileen ignored him and scooped the dog up and into her arms.

      
      “Hand me the keys. I’ll warm the truck up while you’re gone. If she hangs out in this parking lot chances are someone who
         works here will know who she is.”
      

      
      She was smiling, enjoying this little drama, this chance to do good, knowing he would capitulate as she opened her hand, took
         the keys, and watched him head off the way they had come.
      

      
      “Lock up until I get back,” he said over his shoulder, without expecting a reply.
      

      
      BEN saw that the lights inside the main entrance had been dimmed, warding off late arrivals, even before he pulled on the front
         door and found it locked. Mario’s closed at ten, according to the white stenciled lettering behind the glass; his wristwatch
         said 9:57—justification enough for knocking, a sturdy rap that might summon the maitre d’. Then he heard a woman’s laughter
         emanating from somewhere out back and headed toward the sound. Maybe the spaniel belonged to the owner or someone renting
         a room over the restaurant, someone who knew their dog would be smart enough to stay within the confines of the lot.
      

      
      At the back of the restaurant Ben saw the stark outlines of two individuals in white cotton jackets. They were standing off
         to the side of a large Dumpster, in conversation—a goofy comedic male and a receptive giggly female—the red glow of their
         cigarettes bobbing in the darkness, arcing from mouth to waist and back to mouth again, and just before he reached them he
         had a bizarre flashback to a childhood memory. For a split second, on his mind’s big screen, he could clearly see a performance
         of Disney’s Lady and the Tramp, the scene with the two dogs sucking on the same strand of spaghetti, chewing their way toward their first awkward kiss, a
         swarthy heavily accented waiter serenading them with a booming rendition of “Bella Notte.” Suddenly Ben was struck by the
         improbable notion of tracking down a wandering cocker spaniel at an Italian restaurant.
      

      
      As Ben approached he saw the woman in a slash of light spilling from an open kitchen door. In addition to her chef outfit
         she wore a red bandanna to cover her hair. She punched her friend in the shoulder affectionately.
      

      
      “Excuse me, I don’t suppose you’ve lost a dog or know if one’s gone missing.”

      
      The man was young, maybe nineteen or twenty, working on his goatee like it was his first, enjoying the novelty of its feel
         on his face, stroking its outline to make sure it was still there. He squeezed in another quick puff before asking, “What
         sort of a dog?”
      

      
      “Cocker spaniel,” said Ben. “Black. Female.”

      
      The kid appeared to ponder the question before taking his last drag like it was a joint, grimacing, holding on before flicking
         the butt into the night.
      

      
      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve not seen a single dog in all the time I’ve worked here.”

      
      “And how long have you been working here?” said Ben, thinking weeks, maybe months, but knowing the kid wasn’t old enough for
         years.
      

      
      “Since six o’clock this evening,” said the kid, swatting his accomplice, who cracked up on command. “It’s my first night on
         the job.”
      

      
      Ben managed a fey smile, wearily letting his head fall to one side.

      
      “Maybe there’s someone else in the restaurant I can ask.”

      
      Miss Bandanna finally got ahold of herself.

      
      “No need,” she said. “I know the dog you’re talking about. Friendly, fat, likes to work her booty.”

      
      “The very same.”

      
      “She’s a regular, always coming by, waiting by the back door, looking for scraps.” She turned to the kid.

      
      “If Chef ever catches you feeding her he’ll threaten to fire you on the spot even though we’ve all caught him giving her leftovers.”

      
      Then back to Ben.

      
      “Restaurants and stray dogs don’t go well together, you know. And if you ask him, Chef will reckon you’re a health inspector
         and deny ever knowing her.”
      

      
      “This explains the love handles,” thought Ben before asking, “So where does she come from?”

      
      “No idea. But this place is out in the boonies, on a busy highway. Nearest house is half a mile that way.” She thumbed over
         her shoulder. “So if she’s wandering that far, this often, she don’t gotta be getting fed at home. Why else would she come here?”
      

      
      WHEN Ben returned, the car was engulfed in exhaust smoke, idling, the windows fogged into frosty beer mugs. He tapped on the driver’s
         door, heard the central lock mechanism release, and jumped into the rush of warm air.
      

      
      As soon as he sat down he was assaulted by an intense aroma, fetid and pungent and normally restricted to wildlife. Ben noticed
         the absence of his wife in the passenger seat next to him. As he twisted around, she appeared over his shoulder, seated in
         the back with her new canine companion, the dog lying not on the tired cloth of the back seat, but instead strewn across a
         special plaid blanket, a blanket reserved for the loyal Newfoundland who would be there to greet them as soon as they got
         home.
      

      
      Eileen might have imagined her husband was grasping for the right words, words of admonishment over the temporary betrayal
         of their darling Didi, as this little interloper, this furry hobo usurped a favorite travel rug. In fact he was gagging on
         the overpowering smell emanating from the backseat.
      

      
      Like hot water leaching the full flavor from tea leaves, the warm air circulating in the SUV had ripened the poor creature’s
         cornucopia of aromas into one foul, potent, and unremitting stench.
      

      
      Ben brought his cold hands up to his face, covering his nose.

      
      “Tell me you smell that,” he said.

      
      Eileen let her chin fold into her neck, rolled her eyes up.

      
      “She just needs a bath, that’s all.”

      
      He fanned a flat palm below his nose. The smell had a depth, a maturity, a bouquet combining the ripe pungency of a wild animal
         with the acerbic whiff of the foulest dog breath.
      

      
      “You mean a Meryl Streep, Silkwood, nuclear-decontamination-type bath?”
      

      
      Eileen knitted her brows and covered the dog’s ears with her hands as though sparing her the embarrassment.
      

      
      “We’re ignoring you. What did they say?”

      
      “They said she doesn’t live here. But she comes round all the time looking for food. They don’t know where she’s from.”

      
      Eileen worked her lips into something between a pout and a frown, and the spaniel seemed to sense her concern and a need to
         reassert a presence, leaving the blanket and crawling into her lap.
      

      
      Ben felt the “Now what?” moment hanging between the three of them, as he watched Eileen and the dog. It was getting late and
         he couldn’t deny there was a small part of him that felt like the stinky, if affectionate, intruder in the car was becoming
         a bit like that uncle who overstays his welcome at the family Thanksgiving party and just as you think he is going to ask
         for his coat he troubles you for a double espresso!
      

      
      But then he took in his wife and the dilemma written across her face. Once again Eileen had stepped up and taken action without
         having to decide or debate because the right thing to do would always be the right thing to do.
      

      
      “What are you thinking?” said Ben, adding, with a smile, “Or should I say, what do you think we should do with the dog?”
      

      
      Eileen read the beginnings of acquiescence in his eyes and nodded her appreciation.

      
      “Well, we can’t leave her here. She’ll die of cold out there.”

      
      Eileen had a point, Ben thought, but according to his sources it wasn’t as though the dog didn’t make this run to her favorite
         food bank on a regular basis. She was old enough to have weathered at least a decade of harsh winters far tougher than tonight’s.
         She would find her way home without difficulty. Then again, tossing her out to fend for herself after giving her this brush
         with warmth and affection felt all wrong.
      

      
      “What if someone’s looking for her?” he said.

      
      She didn’t hesitate.

      
      “But what if they’re not? What if they dumped her in the nearest parking lot who knows how long ago and kept driving. What
         if she’s been left to fend for herself?”
      

      
      Ben pensively bounced a clenched fist on his lower lip before turning in his seat to face forward, applying his seat belt,
         and sliding the truck into reverse.
      

      
      “What are you doing?”

      
      Ben stopped the SUV, slipped it into drive and said, “We need to make sure we’re doing the right thing.”

      
      TAKING his directions from the sous chef, Ben drove the half mile down a deserted rural highway in search of the nearest neighborhood,
         and when the vast, impenetrable woodlands of central Massachusetts suddenly gave way to a modern development, Ben hung a right
         into a rolling barren landscape peppered with McMansions.
      

      
      “This doesn’t seem right,” said Eileen.

      
      The homes were set back behind large, rectangular lawns topped by a blanket of frost so neat it looked as though it might
         have been applied by hand, a white bedsheet with perfect hospital corners. Two- and three-car garages ensured the sidewalks
         and driveways were empty and there was no one in sight, the occasional floodlight bursting into life as their curb-crawling
         vehicle set off another motion detector.
      

      
      “I agree,” said Ben, scanning left and right, unable to find a single stray leaf to spoil the efforts of professional landscaping
         crews. “With no disrespect to your little friend, I don’t see her making the annual holiday family photo for the kind of people
         living in these homes.”
      

      
      The road snaked through the neighborhood, ending at a stop sign where Ben elected to take a left in hopes of working his way
         back to the main highway. Eileen encouraged the spaniel to stand on her lap and look out the window, as though the dog might
         divine the correct route and signal it with her tail, like a tracking device.
      

      
      In the passing gleam from a street lamp, Ben checked in his rearview mirror and caught a flash of the two of them. Eileen,
         indifferent to the little dog’s smell and the horrors of what was decaying inside her mouth, was animated and encouraging,
         pointing out the passing sites as if they were touring a capital city.
      

      
      As the road narrowed, the houses changed—small Capes and ranches emerged, closed above-ground pools, picket fences desperate
         for a coat of paint. Ben slowed down as he spied one particularly ramshackle Victorian Colonial.
      

      
      A number of abandoned cars on blocks lay strewn across a front lawn more dirt than grass. The wraparound farmer’s porch was
         collapsing at the corner, tilting the floor at a perilous Hitchcock camera angle. Bluish television light filled the gap between
         half-drawn curtains, and last year’s unlit icicle Christmas lights still hung from dilapidated guttering. But what drew Ben’s
         eye to this particular property was the bottom of a one-car garage. Over to one side, cut into the peeling paint on the aluminum
         siding, was a black rubber dog door.
      

      
      Ben glanced over his shoulder at Eileen and the dog and wondered if the spaniel was the Goldilocks whose size fit the flap
         just right.
      

      
      “This house might match this dog,” he thought.

      
      “What is it?” said Eileen.

      
      She obviously hadn’t seen the flap cut into the garage. Then again, Ben could have been completely wrong. The dog appeared
         to show no sign of recognition, no tell, unless her sudden stillness was meant to be a warning, urging him to drive on.
      

      
      “Nothing,” said Ben. “Let’s go up a bit farther.”

      
      Two hundred yards farther down the road Ben caught sight of something moving in his high beams. He slowed down, believing
         it to be a wild animal, but the proverbial deer in his headlights was actually a woman bundled into a heavy winter coat and
         woolen ski hat, attached to a pair of snorting pugs on retractable leashes. He couldn’t tell whether the woman was more embarrassed to be caught picking up “Tootsie Rolls” and secreting them inside her
         doggy poop bag or the fact that one of the dynamic duo had crapped on a neighbor’s front lawn.
      

      
      The SUV pulled up alongside her and Ben powered down the front passenger window only to find Eileen doing the same thing in
         the back.
      

      
      “Excuse me,” said Eileen. “I’m sorry to bother you so late at night but I was wondering if you know this dog.”

      
      Eileen didn’t have to encourage the spaniel to show herself in the window space because as soon as the gap appeared she was
         standing on her back legs, sticking her head out into the night like a hungry kid ordering fast food at a drive-through. And
         then, for the first time in their presence, the spaniel barked. Whether it was prompted by recognition or a need to be territorial
         and defensive, aimed at the woman or aimed at the dogs, it was hard to say, but her quick double yap once more fired up her
         stubby tail and the rest of her enthusiastic derriere.
      

      
      Both pugs stared back, the more demure of the two returning the greeting while his companion concentrated on scratching parallel
         grooves into the frost with his back feet.
      

      
      The woman came up to the spaniel’s window, instinctively petting the dog with her free hand.

      
      “Where did you find her?” said the woman.

      
      “Down at Mario’s,” said Ben. “She was wandering around their parking lot.” All the while he was thinking, “You said her. Just a guess?”
      

      
      “We thought she might have strayed, gone looking for food,” said Eileen. “There’s not too many other neighborhoods nearby.
         We thought someone might know who she belongs to.”
      

      
      The woman dipped down a little more, stepped in closer. She seemed to be taking her time and Ben felt as though she was checking
         him out—thick black hair, neatly trimmed beard, woolen jacket. She probably had him pegged as a high school teacher rather than a respected local artist. Then the woman turned to Eileen—pretty,
         strawberry blond—and Ben knew she’d be struck by those big blue eyes that glowed with genuine concern for the little black
         dog happy to be on her lap.
      

      
      Suddenly the Pug Lady seemed distracted by something else in the backseat and Ben followed her gaze to, of all things, the
         dog blanket. It was covered in Didi’s black hairs, and based on their length it was obvious those hairs couldn’t belong to
         the little black dog sniffing around her face.
      

      
      Sucking hard on her teeth the Pug Lady said, “Nope,” with an unequivocal finality. “Never seen that dog before.” And then,
         as if it might be important, added, “Nobody round here owns a spaniel.”
      

      
      She gave the dog a quick pat on the head, smiled as she said “Sorry,” and dragged her pugs into the darkness behind the truck.

      
      NEITHER of them spoke, and in less than a minute they were back at the main highway having to decide which way to go next. Privately
         neither Eileen nor Ben believed the woman with the pugs, convinced they both heard the same message in her denial—that even
         if Helen did have a home, she might deserve a better one. For Ben there was nothing left to think about, while Eileen had
         just being going through the motions anyway.
      

      
      He indicated left and accelerated, Eileen leaning forward in her seat to squeeze Ben’s shoulder, knowing he was heading back,
         past the restaurant and toward home.
      

      
      “You know, I’m still going to try and find out who she belongs to,” she said.

      
      Ben adjusted his position so their eyes could meet in the mirror, so she could read his smile.

      
      She sat back in her seat, the dog virtually asleep in her lap.

      
      “She really does possess some interesting qualities,” said Eileen.

      
      “Aside from a talent for clearing confined spaces.”
      

      
      She laughed.

      
      “If she wanders the streets begging for food she has to be a fighter, right? A survivor, a go-getter, feisty and determined.
         I mean, don’t you see it, something familiar about that close-cut fringe of hair over her eyes? Remind you of anyone?”
      

      
      Ben checked the mirror, and the lights from a passing car let him see his wife passing her hand over the sleeping dog’s body.
         He shook his head, pretending not to know, rewarded with a moment of delight before she disappeared into darkness and said,
         “I think we should name her Helen.”
      

   
      
      
      
      	
      	2
      	CLEO
    

  

            
      THERE are many reaons why so many of us choose to share our lives with a pet—it’s the perfect antidote for loneliness, providing
         an endless supply of smiles and the certainty of unwavering companionship, and many of us have seen the way a pet can make
         a family feel whole. Whatever the reason, something clicks, and evolves into a side effect called love. More often than not
         the time frame for this connection is brief, perhaps instantaneous. Maybe this was what made the relationship between Sandi
         Davies and a singular miniature pinscher named Cleo all the more special. For here was a love affair over forty years in the
         making.
      

      
      Sandi grew up as a baby boomer in rural Ontario, Canada, a freckle-faced little girl with rust-colored hair, frequently branded
         by her mother as “the greatest disappointment of my life.”
      

      
      “You were meant to be a boy,” her mother would say, almost affronted, as though she were the victim of some grievous miscommunication.
         “Not a girl. I never wanted a girl, let alone imagined a name for a girl. All I had was Michael Ashley. You were meant to
         be Michael Ashley. Michael Ashley was supposed to be my son.”
      

      
      Like so many woman of the June Cleaver era, Sandi’s mom was determined to appear permanently elated by the joys of living
         a perfect life. Why perfection necessitated an offspring of the opposite sex, Sandi never knew. But perhaps this was why, in
         a misguided effort to appease her mother’s preference for this hypothetical Michael Ashley, Sandi developed into a tomboy.
         If worms and dirt and an indelibly grass-stained pair of Levi’s were all it took, her mother’s wish had come true.
      

      
      “What’s wrong with you?” her mother would scream, trying to brush the snarls from her daughter’s short hair, hair that defied
         barrettes and bows. “You’re wearing that dress and I won’t hear another word about it.”
      

      
      Such mixed signals only compounded Sandi’s confusion. She was supposed to be a boy, yet her mother also wanted a doll, something
         malleable, preferably silent and amenable to dress-up and the application of makeup and jewelry. Fortunately for Sandi the
         nearest small town was more than a forty-five-minute drive away, and it was at least a two-hour drive to a respectable department
         store, which meant that her mother’s efforts to mold a protégé took place in the home, where she dreamed of meeting a better
         class of people and agonized over the latest innovations at the Joneses’. Sandi grew used to being subjected to fantasies
         about new appliances and haute couture from magazine and newspaper advertising.
      

      
      “Look at this, just look at this,” Sandi’s mother might say as she accosted the child clomping through the house and demanded
         an opinion on Dior or Maytag as a long pink nail lovingly pointed out a wool jacket or pearly white washer. And though Sandi
         tried to please, she failed to appreciate and crave these finer things in life, her indifference to material prizes counterbalanced
         by a longing for her mother’s attention and affection, simple gifts that were always somehow unattainable.
      

      
      Consequently, shunned as a misfit, even an embarrassment, Sandi learned how to be alone. Their home was surrounded by woodlands
         and fields of reforestation peppered by potato farms. There were no other kids in the neighborhood because there was no neighborhood. During those times when her mother had a job, Sandi might not see, let alone communicate with, another human
         being for twelve hours at a stretch. Little wonder this lonely child lost herself in a perfect playground where animal friends
         rescued her from her isolation and saved her through their companionship.
      

      
      One afternoon, walking the road home from her two-room public school, Sandi came across a cluster of caterpillars, sprinkled
         like furry orange confetti across the hot blacktop. Passing cars were a rarity but when one blew by, highlighting their peril,
         she felt compelled to act. Pulling the bottom of her T-shirt out of her shorts, she fashioned a collecting pouch, squatted
         down, and hopped across the asphalt gathering the vulnerable grubs. On an ordinary day the walk home from school took fifteen
         minutes, door to door, but Sandi’s rescue mission and the delivery of every single endangered and wayward caterpillar to the
         safety of a green leaf in a nearby tree took over two hours.
      

      
      Triumphant, bursting through the back door, Sandi shouted,

      
      “Mom, mom, guess what I just—”

      
      “How … dare … you!”

      
      Sandi heard the words before she saw where they were coming from, heard each syllable crushed between clenched molars. Then
         her mother stepped into the kitchen, gloved hands on hips, dressed as though she were about to drive into town.
      

      
      “You knew I had a hair appointment this afternoon. I specifically reminded you this morning, but once again you were only
         thinking about yourself. When are you going to wake up from that dream world you live in?”
      

      
      The lambasting continued, extinguishing all the delight and sense of accomplishment in her daughter’s eyes. At some point
         most parents would interject phrases like “worried sick” or “something might have happened to you,” defending their anger
         with fear. Not so Sandi’s mother. We could cut her some slack, after all this was the early sixties, a time when children were routinely turned out like horses, encouraged to use their imagination for play, a
         time before cell phones, when a holler out the back door was enough. Still, a belief that your child had to be safe seems
         like a poor excuse for not looking.
      

      
      Later, exiled to her bedroom, Sandi tried to fathom why her mother would care more about a haircut than about helping innocent
         creatures. Standing at the window, imprisoned and crying, this little girl did not know how to articulate her feelings, but
         she was certain that looking right could never be as important as doing right, and that tears and isolation were no reward
         for offering nature a small but helpful hand.
      

      
      Animals began plugging the holes in Sandi’s life, giving her purpose and something to love. She wanted to love her mother,
         but the abandoned and hopeless cats and dogs she rescued were quick to teach her that love requires reciprocity. It is a game
         requiring a minimum of two players. You get back what you put in and if one side loses interest, there’s not much point in
         playing on.
      

      
      The lucky beneficiaries of her mother’s affection were mostly, and always would be, men. There had been a father, somewhere
         along the way, but he had disappeared, along with all their family photos, robbing Sandi of the evidence and what few memories
         remained of his pathetic involvement in her childhood.
      

      
      Replacement fathers came and went, and during the gaps in between her mother might seek refuge and affection from her daughter.
         At these times Sandi’s mother absorbed love like a black hole absorbs light, insisting on being loved. She sought reassurances
         regarding the freshness of her physical appearance, berated herself and then justified all her weaknesses as a mother. As
         soon as the hiatus between men ended, Sandi knew this temporary vulnerability would vanish, forgotten, the frigid and detached
         relationship with her mother instantly restored.
      

      
      Pets were never so fickle in their emotions. They were always there for her, reliable, trusted confidants, attentive to a
         whispered secret and sworn to a vow of silence. They shared her moments of happiness and licked away her tears of sadness
         or the pain of a scraped knee, hugged away her loneliness. They became her most important social outlet and she engaged them
         in conversation regarding all the events of the day. One of these pets was Rocco, a beagle that had belonged to a neighbor
         of Sandi’s aunt, a dog on death row, guilty of competing for his family’s time and affection after the arrival of a new baby.
         Sandi lobbied, pestered and eventually sprung the dog, rewarded by an affectionate and loyal hound. Unfortunately, in one
         memorable incident, the depth of Rocco’s appreciation proved hazardous to his health. Losing out to a squirrel gifted in the
         art of street fighting, Rocco sustained a significant injury to his manhood, a vicious bite that necessitated a visit to the
         vet and a number of carefully placed stitches. Every day Sandi rushed home from school to attend to her latest patient but
         as the days passed, the wound refused to heal, the stitches repeatedly splitting, tearing through the delicate tissue.
      

      
      “God damn it,” shouted her mother, “I’m not spending another penny on that stupid dog, do you understand?”

      
      Of course Sandi understood, but what she didn’t understand was why little Rocco felt compelled to show her his injury, in
         a frenzy of excitement that blossomed into unintentional, full-blown, and damaging arousal, every time she returned home from
         a day at school.
      

      
      Afraid of what might happen, Sandi returned to the vet, describing the ritual of their daily reunion.

      
      “Here, try these,” said the vet, keeping a straight face as he poured a handful of tranquilizer tablets into a labeled plastic
         container. “Tell your mom to give Rocco a pill about half an hour before you come home from school.”
      

      
      The panic in Sandi’s face at the idea of asking her mother for a favor, let alone one involving an animal, must have radiated
         across the examination room.
      

      
      The vet bit into his smile, squatting down to align his gaze with hers.
      

      
      “Just tell her the medication will make sure Rocco doesn’t cost her any more money.”

      
      So Sandi did, and Rocco took the drug, the antidote to his emotional Viagra, thereby giving him a chance to restore his delicate
         sensibilities to full health.
      

      
      Then there was a rough-coated Saint Bernard that went by the name of Sony who was liable to demonstrate a powerful protective
         streak when it came to Sandi, contesting the teenage advances of male suitors by attacking the flesh of their buttocks with
         robust and drooling jowls. And there was a stray white short-haired tomcat who would become Sandi’s constant companion for
         nineteen years. This cat became privy to some of the most important firsts of her life—first crush, first kiss, first boyfriend,
         first breakup. When Sandi realized she had met the man she was destined to marry, this cat was the first to know. When she
         was pregnant with her first child, the same cat received the news before her husband. Like any new addition to Sandi’s menagerie,
         all domesticated recruits were subjected to intense scrutiny by her mother, their approval always in some doubt. However,
         from the first encounter with this particular tomcat, Sandi sensed there was something special between them and she was unwilling
         to chance his rejection. She thought long and hard about how to guarantee his acceptance and when the answer finally came,
         Sandi knew she would always derive a certain pleasure from turning a cruel recollection to her advantage.
      

      
      “There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” she told her mother, producing the sleek blue-eyed cat, sweeping back his soft ears,
         turning him into a miniature seal pup with each stroke of her hand.
      

      
      Sandi’s mother said nothing—a good sign. And he was awfully cute.

      
      “What’s his name?” she said, and Sandi tried not to smile, knowing they would be together, knowing her choice of a peculiar
         yet precise moniker for this stray cat was guaranteed to secure his future.
      

      
      “I haven’t christened him yet,” said Sandi, “but with your permission, I thought we might call him Michael Ashley.”
      

      
      FAST-FORWARD a decade or so and instead of welcoming a new pet into her life Sandi was welcoming a baby girl. Unlike her mother, Sandi
         was thrilled to have a daughter, Sonja (her second child would be a son named Jamie). The exact opposite of her own mother,
         Sandi worshipped her daughter, loved her to the point of physical pain, an ache of happiness to have this joy in her life.
         Still, there is a big difference between cherishing a stray cat and raising a baby girl, and the consequences of Sandi’s years
         of emotional seclusion from humans who loved her back began to surface.
      

      
      When you confide in pets for most of your life, unrestrained honesty becomes the norm. Pets don’t stand in judgment. They
         don’t criticize. They don’t sweat the small stuff. For the most part their gestures and opinions are bold and clear and positive.
         Sandi was used to baring her heart, spilling her feelings knowing that she could vent the turmoil and always be rewarded by
         their gentle touch and even temperament. Their understated kindness would restore tranquility. They were never too busy. No
         rain checks, no bad days. Animals were predictable, reliable, and eager to share. Sandi had no reason to suppose that loving
         a child would be any different.
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