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To the misfits, the miscreants, the
misunderstood, the freaks and geeks and socially
inept, and the dogs who love them.













PREFACE



It took me a moment to realize that the choking intake of air I was hearing was the sound of my husband crying. It was an unfamiliar sound; in ten years of marriage, I had never encountered it. Silently, I watched the spreading pool dampen his pillow until it almost matched my own. Brian thought I had fallen asleep, but how could I? Hours earlier his best friend, Kevin, had died.


After they said good-bye to Kevin in the ICU, his friends and family gathered at his favorite Mexican joint to pour a margarita in his honor and share some of their favorite memories. There were plenty to choose from: You had to hand it to the guy for managing to pour a whole lot of living into forty short, occasionally debauched years. They smiled as they told the one about the silver flute, the one about the pirate ship, and the one about the time Blue Öyster Cult showed up at their house. Then, as the adrenaline wore off and the reality of the day set in, they all wandered home, where spouses like me asked them uselessly what we could do.


“I’m OK,” Brian said, faking a tired smile. “I’m all right.”


“Do you want to talk?” I asked.


“No.”


I wouldn’t have known what to say anyway. Brian sat on the couch and flipped on the Discovery Channel, rubbing his temples. When I went to bed, he stayed put while I pulled the covers up to my chin and stared at the ceiling.


Eventually, he slid in beside me and put his head down. I opened my eyes and stared at his back, my hand hovering as I debated whether to put it on his shoulder.


But before I could decide, I heard an old familiar sound approaching from the hallway: thump-thump-thump, the approaching sound of my black Lab Kekoa and her bullwhip tail. She paused only long enough to sniff the ground and make sure there were no loose crumbs on the floor before making a beeline for my husband’s side of the bed.


She slid her face along the edge of the mattress and rested her nose next to Brian’s, her tongue snaking out to kiss him on the nose. Only then, in that quiet moment in a pitch-black room, was he finally able to let the loss sink in.


I brought my hand back down to my side and closed my eyes, trying not to let my sniffle give me away, and went back to sleep. Kekoa had this one.













Dog the First:



TAFFY


[image: image]


The spirit of enlightenment first shone upon me in a pile of incandescent dog poop.


I had spent most of the afternoon angrily lecturing my Lhasa Apso Taffy for destroying my newly purchased sixty-four-pack of Crayolas. A bona fide wax junkie, Taffy was unable to resist the temptation and destroyed half the contents while I was at school learning whatever it is third graders learn. I came home to find paper shavings and crayon nubs strewn about my bedroom, and one satisfied-looking dog with green teeth.


“I wanted those crayons,” I said to her. “I needed those crayons.”


Taffy licked her stained lips, unimpressed. Bits of wax stuck in her beard like confetti.


By the time I finished picking wrapper remnants out of the carpet, Taffy was prancing back and forth in her interpretive I-have-to-potty dance. I leashed her up for a walk, grumbling as she merrily pulled me along. Halfway up the street, we ran into old Mr. Rillsworth, standing at the end of his driveway with his arms folded across his chest.


He peered down his long nose at me. “Are you the child whose dog is relieving itself in my driveway?” he asked in a sonorous voice.


“No,” I lied. I don’t know what it was about the Rillsworth driveway, a simple concrete affair much like every other one along the street, but Taffy saw it as irresistible, a throne fit for a queen. I did my best to be a responsible child by picking up after her almost every time, but sometimes I just forgot.


Mr. Rillsworth pushed the sleeves of his cardigan up over his forearms and pursed his lips, unconvinced. “Someone,” he huffed, “has been leaving piles of dog refuse at the end of my driveway, and this morning I stepped in one.” He rubbed the sole of his loafer on the concrete in distaste. “That is unacceptable.”


“Yes, sir. But it wasn’t me, sir.” My palms were sweating. He looked like the type who might pull a switch out of the garage. We were at a standoff. His Siamese cat watched us silently from the window, licking her front paw. I was weighing the pros and cons of framing my sister when Taffy took matters into her own hands.


While I was defending my dubious honor, the ingested crayons had been snaking their way through Taffy’s digestive tract. Bored with the conversation, Taffy chose that moment to prove her guilt and hunched over in the same place Mr. Rillsworth had been pointing to in his driveway. As he grimaced in disgust and my mouth fell open, Taffy produced a veritable work of art, a multihued cone of glory. It looked like a small tie-dyed ski hat.


I took advantage of the old man’s shock to yank a bag out of my waistband and quickly scoop up the trophy. “See, sir?” I held my hand out, driving him back three feet toward his door. “It wasn’t us. My dog poops rainbows.” Before he could retort, we scampered away, earlier events forgiven. From that point on, Taffy and I were a team.


Some of us are born knowing just what to say to impress other people, to claim the world as the oyster we so richly deserve. The rest of us have dogs.


Unless you’re my friend Kevin, of course, but that’s a story for a little later.















CHAPTER 1



You’d think someone as antisocial as I am would have been surrounded by animals from an early age, but I was a latecomer to the realization that I was an animal person, because with the exception of my grandmother, nobody in my family actually liked animals.


From the time I was born, I was known as the “sensitive one” in the family. I spent a lot of time crying. Singing “Rock-a-Bye Baby” was banned when I was two, once my mother finally figured out the imagery of an infant crashing through the tree limbs was sending me into hysterics. Shortly after that, I announced I was never watching Tom and Jerry again because I felt sorry for the cat who was just trying to get something to eat. Other cartoon bans soon followed: Road Runner, then Sylvester and Tweety. Exasperated with all these failed attempts to keep me entertained in front of the TV, my mother eventually led me to the children’s section of the library and told me to read whatever I wanted, which suited me just fine.


When I was four, my favorite place to hang out and collect my thoughts was under the kitchen sink, where I would curl up next to the Windex in complete darkness and ponder the mysteries of the universe. My mother would find me and tell me that the neighbors’ kids were outside if I wanted to join them, and I would reply, “No thanks.” When I got too big for the kitchen cabinet, I found my way into the cool cellar, flipping through our stacks of musty old National Geographic magazines, reading about Jane Goodall and dreaming of a life in the jungle among the chimps.


Instead of grounding me when I was in trouble, Mom would kick me out of the house and refuse to let me back in until dinner. “Go play!” she’d implore, closing the door then locking it behind her. I’d sigh, then wander across the yard to my grandparents’ house where my grandfather was on permanent vigil in the foyer, reading history books. We would sit side by side for hours, reading; then I would come back home and pretend I had been riding my bike all afternoon. It wasn’t that I disliked all the other kids in the neighborhood; it’s just that I preferred books to people. They were easier to put away when you were done.


My mother was flummoxed at this development, having raised in my older sister, Kris, an archetypal extrovert who talked from sunrise to sunset. She tried multiple approaches to bring me out of my shell, with little success as the options in a dying mill town in early-1980s Massachusetts were pretty limited. Gymnastics was an utter disaster, ending with me on the floor in the fetal position with a bruised nose on my first day. Dance was only slightly better, though I was always in the back row during the recitals behind the willowy girls with the swingy ponytails and impeccable rhythm.


There’s no joy in repeated attempts to squish yourself into a mold that you know deep in your heart is not one you are meant to fill. I soon learned that the less I drew any sort of attention to myself, the less anyone would think to ask me to do something I hated. Team sports. Girl Scouts (couldn’t handle the door-to-door cookie sales). Lest you think I was unhappy scurrying around the margins of society quiet as a mouse, I can assure you every day I evaded the notice of my fellow man was a victory, another day in my calm and peaceful fortress of inner solitude.


It didn’t take me too long to finally discover the comfort of being surrounded by animals.


I was five when this was first revealed to me. “I have something to show you,” said my dziadziu, the Polish word for “grandfather,” in his heavy accent one afternoon. Eyes twinkling with excitement, he led me to the garage. I wondered what it could be. Candy, I decided. Those little ribbon candies that always stuck together in a big sticky, splintered mess. Or maybe a doll? Dziadziu and I were close, and I could always count on him to spoil me.


Dziadziu, a World War II refugee, was a deer hunter. Every winter, he, my father, and my uncle would retreat to the densely forested regions of Maine with heavy flannel and a shotgun rack, returning with a deer carcass strapped proudly to the front of the Buick—a lifeless, limp trophy resigned to its gruesome fate. Assuming I was one with nature the way the rest of the family was, Dziadziu thought I would be delighted and overcome with pride to see the gutted deer body hanging from the rafters. Not so much.


He slowly heaved up the heavy wooden garage door, steered me through into the chilled concrete room, and there it hung, gutless, headless. No, wait—there, to the side—there was the head, waiting to be turned into a wall decoration. It regarded me dispassionately. So these are humans, eh? it seemed to ask.


Dziadziu, Dad, and my perpetual prankster uncle Ron waited for my reaction, unaware of the psychological trauma they were about to inflict.


As I stood there processing this sight, my uncle leaned down toward my trembling form, touched his whiskered cheek to my pale one, and whispered, “We killed Bambi.” He grinned. I screeched.


My grandfather never quite figured out why I took off, screaming, into the arms of my grandmother, but this was the moment I learned I was an animal lover.


From that point on, seeing the signs of a kindred soul, my grandmother insulated me from the influence of my male relatives, letting me follow her around the yard as she laid out saucers of milk for the neighborhood cats, nursed baby birds with broken wings back to health, and whacked the neighborhood boys with a stick if they were teasing strays. Then she went home and cooked up venison stew. Her heart was kind, but pragmatic.


A year after the Bambi incident, I sat squished in the back of the family Chevette on a long car ride to Maine, off to visit family friends. Having tired of staring at the back of my father’s headrest, I instead turned my attention to my seatmates. On the drive north, we had stopped by the market to pick up some lobsters. With little room to spare in the tiny car, they wound up perched next to me for the next three hours.


“Hello, Lobby,” I said, addressing the box on the center seat. I peered in the holes, looking for a response. The lobster’s claws were rubber-banded together, so there was none, save the soft skritch skritch skritch of its legs on the cardboard. “How are you today?”


In the back of my mind, I knew that establishing a personal relationship with my dinner was probably a bad idea, but I had nothing else to do. So we talked. Well, I talked, and the lobsters cruised around the box in search of an escape.


Their only escape came in the metaphorical sense, emerging from a boiling pot of water several hours later: changed, bright red, dead, and edible. I should have left the room once I saw the rolling bubbles, but I stood fast, determined to observe for myself the process. It wasn’t my brightest idea.


“What’s wrong?” asked my friend June a few hours later, wearing lobster claws on her hands like finger puppets. She raised them up to me, an eyeless, smelly marionette. “Tell me all about it,” the claws clacked.


“I’d rather not,” I replied, sniffling.


“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked. “You didn’t eat a thing tonight.”


In New England, there’s always a certain amount of confusion reserved for a person who doesn’t like lobster. I’ve heard it’s marvelous, but I wouldn’t know.


We didn’t have our first pet until I was eight and a neighbor’s Lhasa Apso ended up with a litter of puppies they hadn’t been planning on. Against my father’s better judgment, he relented after intense lobbying from my sister and me, and allowed us to purchase one for $100. In return for this discount price, the neighbors made us wait for the last dog to be sold, ensuring we would have the most antisocial puppy—the one who’d spent most of her formative weeks cowering in the back of the whelping box. That is how we ended up with Taffy, a bundle of teeth in a perpetually anxious, furry body. She wasn’t the “worst dog in the world” as Dad claimed, not really. She was just an introvert in an extroverted world. I got her immediately.


My mother had only agreed to the new family member in the hope of providing a bridge between her painfully shy youngest daughter and the rest of the world, but sadly it was not to be. Grumpy, kid-hating Taffy was born with one of those sweet fuzzy faces people found irresistible—and the temperament of a senior with a bad prostate. It must be a certain type of hellish existence to be a creature so utterly attractive to the one group of beings you want nothing to do with.


We were the wrong match from the get-go. She probably would have loved living with a sedate retiree who watched Wheel of Fortune on the couch while Taffy ate Milk-Bones. Sadly for her, she wound up in a house with one little girl who never gave up trying to stuff her into pink dog T-shirts, and another who dreamed of being a long-distance runner. Taffy, with her short temper and even shorter legs, found both activities atrocious.


From the tender age of eight weeks, Taffy made it clear that she was only marginally pleased with her living arrangements and would tolerate us solely for the purpose of acquiring food. As the designated dog feeder, I would wake up most mornings with her paws pressing on my chest, breathing doggy breath silently in my face as she willed me out of REM sleep in order to get her Kibbles ’n Bits.


Once she realized she was stuck with us, we settled into a routine. Her view: You feed me, you walk me, don’t stick your fingers in my bowl, and we’ll get along fine. Over time, this expanded: You rub my belly, I’ll crawl in your lap, we’ll get along fine. I may even deign to lick your face, if there’s gravy on it. We came to an understanding, Taffy and I. You’d rather be left alone? Me too. Let’s be alone together.


When Taffy was three months old, my father made an unexpected announcement: We were moving to California. As a nuclear engineer, Dad’s rather specific niche mandated he follow the job opportunities where he could find them, and when Portsmouth’s shipyards were shutting down he was offered two choices: Southern California or South Africa. Neither prospect pleased me, but my mother cast the deciding vote and Southern California it was. California, from what I could tell, was really weird, the home of fluorescent gym shorts and surfers named “Kade.” I was forced to leave behind the warm, enveloping cocoon of my grandparents and a couple of close friends to start from scratch with a whole new group of acquaintances, a prospect that was, quite frankly, terrifying for an introverted third grader.


The transition from small-town New England to sleepy oceanside beach town was as bumpy as I had anticipated. Rachel and Rebecca, the two tall, grinning blond twins down the street, studied my pleated wool plaid skirts and knee-high argyle socks the same way one might study an orangutan at the zoo.


“Say sneaker,” they demanded in unison.


“Sneakah,” I’d respond in my heavy Boston accent, causing them to squeal in delight.


“Like, those are so weird,” they’d say, pointing to my leather Mary Janes. “You should get these instead.” They pranced around in hard plastic jelly shoes, pushing handfuls of rubber bangle bracelets up their arms. They were always moving, always talking. I did neither. Instead, I wrote letters to my friends in Massachusetts punctuated with sad faces scowling behind prison bars.


Rachel and Rebecca were friendly enough, too friendly if you asked me, but they tried, bless their hearts, to make me one of them. It never quite gelled. The plastic sandals gave me blisters. My mother refused to buy me LA Gear sneakers unless she could find them at a discount at Marshalls. The twins would ask me why I was mad at them whenever there was a two-second lull in the conversation. Spending time with these Southern California kids was just exhausting.


Taffy wasn’t any more thrilled with the move than I was. As a long-haired Lhasa Apso, she chafed in the heat under the weight of all that fur. “Out for a drag?” the neighbors would respond when my sister walked by with an uncooperative dog sullenly lagging behind her. In addition, the year-round temperate weather translated to nonstop fleas, leaving us plugging our noses against a constant barrage of smelly flea dips and house bombs. Eventually my mother gave up and shaved Taffy’s fur into an all-over crew cut, solving both problems, which is how she remained for the next decade until Advantage came on the market.


The two of us spent a lot of time indoors, trying to shut out both fleas and chattering neighbor kids. My parents had rented the vacation home of a traveling businessman, which featured such 1980s excesses as zebra-print velvet wallpaper and the centerpiece of the entryway, a fully functional indoor waterfall. My father was too frugal to turn it on except for very special occasions, which were few and far between. For the entire year we lived there guests would open the front door to find themselves staring at a large, shallow ceramic bowl, empty save the splayed form of a small, bald dog resting on the cool flea-free surface. I’d join Taffy on occasion, staring up at the ever-present sun pouring through the skylight and wondering why I couldn’t simply will myself to fit in just a tad bit more. In those moments of meditation, resting my hand on Taffy’s back while we tried to sink farther into the floor, none of the outside chaos swirling about mattered. Our time together was easy.


Although I eventually traded my wool getups for more environmentally appropriate attire, I never quite mastered the knack of blending in with the crowd. After a while, I gave up the desire to assimilate and decided to go in the entirely opposite direction and wear my individuality like a hand-drawn flag, with varying degrees of success. “I’ll just be oblivious to others’ disdain” worked for a while, at least through elementary school. By then, my parents decided to make the move permanent by buying a house. I was stuck.


My lack of interest in the trends of my fellow classmates gave me a certain freedom to express myself in whatever getups caught my fancy, cringe-worthy or not. My favorite piece of clothing was an acid-washed cropped denim jacket featuring a self-drawn puffy paint white tiger that I modeled off a poster in my bedroom. I wore thick-framed black plastic glasses that were the only ones available capable of handling a lens of my extensive prescription, and kept my perpetually wild hair out of my face with a wide variety of scrunchies. I accessorized my attire with various small buttons I picked up in Spencer’s Gifts featuring sassy sayings such as I’LL THINK OF YOU EVERY TIME I CLEAN UNDER THE BATHROOM SINK. It was the sort of eccentricity that is somewhat tolerated in eighty-five-year-old women, but less so in the cesspool of hormonal transformation known as junior high.


Sadly, I committed an error even more egregious than dressing funny: I had a big vocabulary. Having whiled away so many afternoons in universes painted by other people’s words, I just ended up knowing a lot of them. So many, in fact, that my English teacher Mr. Small once accused me of plagiarizing a paper before realizing that that was simply how I talked. After that, Mr. Small ended up pushing me even harder to write more and better, letting me hide in the back of his classroom to bang away at a first-generation Apple during lunch breaks. My fellow students were not impressed with my hobby; they just assumed I was showing off by using words they didn’t understand. At first, I was too oblivious to realize this was a problem, but it soon became apparent that I was easy prey. My magic puffy denim jacket was no armor against the verbal slings of a determined preteen.


Of all my peers, Mouth Breather Dan was the worst. Pale, slack-jawed, short, and freckled, he’d lurched through sixth grade without crossing my path any more than was necessary, but when junior high hit, he stretched out like a piece of chewing gum. Now he was pale, slack-jawed, tall, and freckled, a gangly ruler with a mop of greasy yellow hair who stared down at the world through his beady little eyes. I had no protection, no buddies to shield me, no understanding of how to stick up for myself. I hid behind my Coke-bottle glasses and buried my nose in my dog-eared Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, willing him to just go away.


It didn’t work, of course. The less I fought, the more emboldened Mouth Breather Dan became, and soon enough everyone was joining him in target practice. Mornings at the bus stop became an endless torment of critiques about my hair, my skin, my body. All my deepest fears and insecurities were verified by the general population, engaged in a game of one-upmanship to vie for the guffaws of their pasty leader.


Taffy wasn’t faring much better in life. Our new house was next door to a large German Shepherd who came running up to the chain-link fence, barking his head off, whenever we let Taffy outside. She walked up to the fence each and every time she saw him waiting for her, and when she did he lifted his leg and peed on her. My mother couldn’t understand why Taffy didn’t simply walk away, and grumbled to herself each night as she plunked the dog in the bathtub, but I got it. Letting the dog mark her was the only way to get him to shut up. Might as well get it over with as quickly as possible.


Taffy had urine to endure; I had words. “Am I really a lardass gargoyle?” I asked her one afternoon as I wiped tears from my face. I looked at my bookshelf, a messy pile of Piers Anthony fantasy novels and Invisible Woman 3-D models. I didn’t care if anyone called me a nerd. I was; I never really saw that as a problem. But everything else? Maybe the rest of it was true too.


Taffy licked my cheek, and I knew that I might be a lardass gargoyle, but at least I was a lardass gargoyle with a dog who didn’t care one way or the other. “You’re my best friend,” I told her, and she didn’t deny it.


I decided to take Taffy for a walk to get some fresh air and let the puffiness recede from my eyes before I had to face Mom at dinner. She didn’t know how to help me; letting her know how bad things were just seemed to make her sadder. We headed up the hill, around the block of neat two-story tract homes.


I heard the wheels of his skateboard before his nasal voice. “Hey, Gargoyle!” Mouth Breather Dan yelled, zooming by in his rolled-up jean shorts and trying to grab my scrunchie out of my hair. “Nice bow. Too bad it doesn’t make you any less ugly.”


Taffy ran under my feet, annoyed by the rattle of his skateboard wheels.


“Your dog’s a lot better looking than you are,” he said. He stopped and leaned down, leering at her fuzzy muzzle. “I feel sorry for you.”


She snapped at his face, coming an inch or two from his nose.


“AUGH! Get away from me, you stupid dog!” he yelled, and though Taffy tried, pulling in the other direction, in his panic Dan stepped backward onto his skateboard. It took his right foot with it, sending him spinning face-first onto the pavement. Scared by the screaming, Taffy left a little puddle seeping into Dan’s sock as we backed away.


“I can’t believe you were scared of that dog,” his friend said as we walked away. “She’s like, ten pounds. And cute.” He leaned in toward me, opening his mouth for one last insult, then thought better of it and skated away. Taffy may have been a horrible little dog as far as the rest of the world was concerned, but she was perfect for me.















CHAPTER 2



During my shaky adolescent years, I maintained faith in the idea that life would eventually get a whole lot better. There was always something to look forward to: high school, which meant losing sight of Mouth Breather Dan in a crowded hallway; college, which meant moving away from that group entirely; and med school, where I could once and for all prove my worth to society. I’d decided to be a doctor by process of elimination, med school being the only option I could think of that my mother felt I was suited for and my dad felt would appropriately contribute to society. “Don’t waste your time with the arts,” he said, waving his hand dismissively when I floated the idea of majoring in journalism. “You can’t make a living off that stuff.”


Chasing your dreams and being your one true self and all those Oprah-ish platitudes never really figured into my dad’s world, and I can’t say I blame him. He’d grown up in a very different world than the one in which he’d raised me. His father, flinty Dziadziu, was placed in a Polish ghetto at the start of World War II, getting shuffled to a work camp and eventually a concentration camp due to his tendency to try smuggling guns inside the fence. Dziadziu survived his internment because his ability to speak three languages made him very useful, and they kept him around to witness horror after horror. “Education,” he would tell us, tugging down the sleeves of his cardigan, “is the most important thing in life.” Those long sleeves he perpetually wore covered the prison tattoo on his wrist. Dad was born in a displaced persons camp in West Germany and came to America on a boat, landing at Ellis Island after the war’s end in 1952 with nothing but a small suitcase.


The mandate for immigrants was clear: Assimilate and make yourself useful. If they wanted to eat, they had to work: In the garden, growing vegetables. In the cellar, sewing their clothes. In class, learning English. In the textile factory mills of Lowell, inhaling dust. There was no safety net to fall back on if a job didn’t pan out, no other family to ask for help, so it was pretty much work or starve. Self-reliance was woven into the family cloth from the get-go, industry your proof of worth. The American dream of working your way to a better life for your family was still shiny and optimistic in the national psyche when my dad was growing up. Dad joined the Navy and used the GI Bill to major in nuclear engineering, a practical, employable sort of field, and did exactly what he was supposed to: build a life safe and comfortable enough so that I had the luxuries of not having to grow my own food (thank goodness; I’d have starved) and of contemplating things like what I wanted to do with my life. Contemplation was fine up to a point, as long as it was followed up with practical action.


My mother’s upbringing was less dramatic but a lot louder—she was born into a rowdy Irish Catholic clan with forty-five aunts and uncles and an army of cousins too numerous to count. They were traditionalists, and her career choices after high school were fairly limited: nurse, secretary, teacher, or homemaker. Being accustomed to tending the various injuries caused by the never-ending scuffles in the family, Mom chose the nursing route. By the time I hit school, acceptable options for women in our circles had expanded slightly: doctor, lawyer, nurse, secretary, teacher, homemaker.


Only the first two options held any appeal. As I lacked the aggression required to be a lawyer, doctor was the most palatable option. A neurosurgeon or an orthopedic surgeon, preferably; the idea of actually having to converse with a patient was rather terrifying, so choosing a specialty where the patient would be unconscious for the majority of the interaction had a certain appeal.


“Perhaps,” my mother suggested delicately, “you shouldn’t put that on your college applications.”


Fortunately for me, my insular tendencies had led to excellent grades, and like all good nerds, I had my pick of colleges. I wanted to go to a school with serious intellectual gravitas, the kind of place a think tank would go to cull their top scientists: Cal Tech, MIT, Harvey Mudd. (Those were the only interviews I had where I was asked whether I would feel comfortable developing a biological weapon.)


I was all set until the tuition estimates arrived. My parents were taken aback at the “expected parental contribution” portion of the admission packets. Unfortunately for me, Mom and Dad never got the memo that they were supposed to be contributing to my degree, so my visions of ivy-encrusted brick walls teeming with pasty intellectuals shrinking from the ray of light angling through the library windows were to be short-lived.


“Well,” said Dad, “I went to school on the GI Bill.”


“That’s your plan, Dad? Have me enlist?”


“Well, no,” he admitted. “But you should go to whatever school gives you the most financial aid. You applied to state schools, right?”


I had, but I wasn’t thrilled at the thought. They were big. They were loud. They felt like the beach on the Fourth of July, a crowded, noisy place you were supposed to enjoy but secretly loathed. But it was all I had, until the letter from Loyola Marymount University arrived.


LMU was at the bottom of my list, a random liberal arts college I applied to only because my high school counselor went there and he seemed to like it. I didn’t think I would have trouble getting in though it still annoyed me to no end that my parents opened the letter on my behalf.


“Look!” Mom shouted, waving the letter in my face. “Full scholarship! Can you believe it?”


Dad beamed. “I knew I liked that place.”


I frowned. “No you didn’t, Dad. It’s the Catholic university, remember?”


Mom returned my frown. “Well, we’re Catholic.”


That was true, but only in the most technical sense. As kids, my sister and I attended church weekly, yawning through Sunday school, squinting into the camera through tiny sheer veils at first communion, sitting in a mildewy wooden box trying to think of transgressions to confess to a tired-sounding priest. Our family’s dedication fizzled over the years, though, as my father’s indifference to the practice was revealed in countless stories about the ruler-happy nuns who dominated his early years in parochial school. After we moved away from New England, our attendance dropped dramatically. I held out long enough for the sacrament of Confirmation when I was fifteen, mostly to make my mother happy, and hadn’t been back in a church since.


“We haven’t been to church in three years, remember?”


As far as Dad was concerned, all was forgiven. “Well, kid, get praying. You’ve been delivered from student loans.”


I couldn’t argue with that. As an added bonus, LMU was close enough to home for weekend visits with my family and Taffy but far enough away that I could live in the dorms. I purposefully chose the quietest dorm on campus, hoping to surround myself with as much tranquility as possible for a college freshman. I was blessed with my wonderful roommate Kathy, a sarcastic and cynical girl who was happy to sit in the dorm with me on the weekend watching Beavis and Butt-Head and sip Boone’s Strawberry Hill instead of stumbling around campus with red plastic cups in search of kegs like the rest of the freshmen. We were refined that way. We stood together in solidarity against the terrifying scene before us, remaining aloof and above the fray. We were a team, best friends forever. Five months in, she dropped out, and I never heard from her again.


Kathy was replaced by Lisa, a midyear transfer who based her entire aesthetic off an encyclopedic knowledge of what a Baywatch extra should look like. We had nothing in common. I knew we were doomed from the second she laid eyes on my white tiger poster and declared tigers passé. It just went downhill from there.


Quiet lulls were not spaces of tranquility, but gaping holes Lisa felt compelled to fill with the sound of her voice. From the first moment she opened the door to the time we parted at the end of the school year, she never stopped chatting. About her breast implants. About the massive fairy wings tattooed on her back. About her bartending outfits, her Rollerblades, or her favorite step instructor at the gym. We were friendly but completely incompatible.


By the end of my freshman year, I was loving my biology classes but still struggling with finding my place at the school. I wondered if spiritual counseling was in order. Loyola Marymount was a Jesuit university, which in the hierarchy of Catholic denominations tended to attract a fairly worldly bunch: reformed alcoholics, men who had at one point been homeless, and Brother Joe, who had lived in Reno and dealt blackjack for five years before getting his heart broken and becoming a man of the cloth. I learned a lot from them.


Brother Joe was a far cry from the stuffy, nasal-voiced priests I had come to know and dread as a child in Boston. He set up a booth in the central plaza with a hand-lettered sign reading PSYCHIATRIC HELP 5 CENTS and waited for wayward students to meander over. On days I was feeling particularly lonely I would sit down and ask him about his days as a blackjack dealer.


“Maybe I should do that,” I said. “Travel the world, meet people.”


Brother Joe shook his finger at me. “That’s not for you. You need to like people to do that.”


“How do you know I don’t like people?”


He gestured to the plaza. “There’s a thousand kids your age sitting around, eating, talking, making plans, and you’re here talking to this old guy.”


“Well, you’re more interesting,” I said.


“No I’m not. I’m just older. Now skedaddle.” God hath spoken through His resident blackjack dealer, and He sounded exactly like my mom: Go make a friend or something.


I had friends in the Greek scene, but their descriptions of rush sounded about as much fun as a naked march through city center. Fortunately, the school had an even better alternative: service organizations, a social/community service group hybrid, kind of like Jesuit fraternities and sororities. It was a much better fit.


The Loyola Marymount Belles met weekly to sign up for various volunteer events both off and on campus. Our adviser was a young priest slightly reminiscent of Christopher Reeve–era Clark Kent, a mild, gracious man who met with his flock of do-gooders every Tuesday and led us out to the Bread and Roses soup kitchen in Venice to feed the homeless. On Sundays, we went grocery shopping and cooked dinner for a group of runaway teens in a halfway house in Hollywood, children whose lives were marred by abuse, drugs, and a general battering by the world. Expressing faith through service was integral to the Jesuit philosophy, and for the first time my family religion made sense.


One morning, I joined my fellow Belles at a retirement home to do a “day of beauty” for the residents. We set up shop in the main dining hall armed with curling irons, mirrors, and nail polish. One by one the residents entered, wheeled in by orderlies or tottering in on walkers.


The woman who was rolled across from me was suffering from late-stage dementia, unable to talk. Her wispy hair was too fragile for curling.


“Can you do her nails?” the nurse asked. I picked up the woman’s chilly hand and examined her fingers, veins visible through her paper-thin skin. “Pink?” I asked. “Or red?” At that, a gentle squeeze.


“Ms. Atkinson was one of the top entertainment lawyers in Los Angeles,” the nurse told me as I rubbed lotion onto her hands. “She founded one of the biggest agencies in Hollywood.” She smiled fondly at her charge, who sat quietly staring at the other hand folded in her lap. “She doesn’t remember everything, but she remembers that.”


Ms. Atkinson patted her lap.


“And her little Poodle,” said the nurse. “She always remembers her Poodle.”


Now that I’d found a sense of community in the Belles, the college experience improved dramatically after my freshman year. I moved out of the dorm and into an apartment with two other biology majors I actually enjoyed being around. Away from Lisa’s constant suggestions for how I could improve my hair, clothing, and feelings about plastic surgery, I was able to focus on my next step: getting into medical school. That lasted about a year and a half, until my stint at the morgue.


I was prepared for the academic rigors of medical school, but the one hurdle I couldn’t see myself getting over was first-year cadaver lab. Just the thought gave me the willies.


“I don’t know if I could dissect a dead person,” I said to my mom in my junior year. “I don’t know anything about death, really.”


“You get used to it,” she said with a shrug born of her nurse’s pragmatism. “Why don’t you volunteer with a mortician or something?” We have both always been decidedly unsentimental, and this was about as good a test as I was going to get.


So instead of volunteering at a hospital like a normal pre-med student, I went in search of the most disturbing, seedy, non-wimpy side of life to see if I was tough enough to take on dead bodies. And there, in the school’s college career center intern binder, was my golden opportunity: “LA County Coroner. Unpaid internship, 16 weeks.” Easy peasy, I thought, flipping my ponytail. I got this.


I arrived for my coroner interview promptly at nine a.m., entering the lobby and pausing a moment to admire the toe-tag key chains for sale at the gift shop. Yes, the LA County Coroner has its own gift shop, complete with a Sherlock Bones mascot. I signed in and sat next to a nervous-looking man who was filling out paperwork.


“Who died?” he said to me.


“No one,” I replied, affronted. We looked at each other in confusion, then reverted to silence.


Shortly thereafter, a tall, lean man with a ponytail and a 1970s Burt Reynolds mustache popped out of the back in a Tyvek suit and motioned for me to follow him. “You don’t have to come in the main entrance to work here,” he said, pressing a button for the elevator. “You can come in through the bay doors where the hearses pull up.”


We walked down the whitish hall, flickering fluorescent lights hitting the sterile stainless-steel gurneys lining either side of the hallway like the effects in an old-school horror flick. We paused by a small office, and he led me inside.


“A lot of college kids come through here,” he said. “It’s not for the weak-stomached.” He plopped into a wheeled desk chair and pulled a shoe box off the shelf behind him. “Here.” He reached in, pulled out a Polaroid, and handed it to me.


“Gunshot, domestic dispute.”


I studied the crime scene photo he gave me, nodded, then handed it back.


“Car accident, northbound 405.


“Elevator incident, construction site.


“Climbed into the bear enclosure at the LA Zoo.”


Having satisfied himself that I could see such images without passing out, he passed me along to the next level of the interview: the tour.


He handed me shoe covers and we padded toward the autopsy room. The hallway was eerily silent. I caught my first whiff of decay, a sweet, pervasive scent that sinks into your pores and makes you long for sunshine. He pushed the button for the autopsy room doors and with a quiet whoosh, I peered into the abyss.


I was strangely disappointed at how anticlimactic the scene before me turned out to be. I’d girded myself for something a little more, I don’t know, somber. Instead, teams of pathologists were efficiently stripping waxy-looking plastic dummies—oh wait, those were dead people—of organs, weighing them, expertly slicing off bits of liver and brain and whatnot to be dumped into formaldehyde jars. Policemen needing to know the exact cause of death of Table 10 hung back, sipping coffee out of Styrofoam cups and pretending not to be grossed out.


I was simultaneously fascinated and repulsed.


Having surmised that I would be OK for a bit, Burt left me to my own devices and headed back to his office. I wandered further inside and found a pathologist happy to have an audience: Dr. Cortes, a jolly older man with a heavy Spanish accent and a bristling mustache. (There were lots of mustaches at the county coroner.) I helped him lift livers and bisect bladders, watching death and murder and disease reduced to formulaic dissection and paperwork, what was once a living, breathing human now simply a pile of evidence.


Dr. Cortes was patient and thorough with me, taking twice as long as he normally would to complete an autopsy. By the time we were finishing up, the rest of the employees had already departed for lunch, leaving the two of us alone in the room with the body of a seventy-two-year-old woman. “Here,” Dr. Cortes said, handing me a yard-long bit of suture swathed onto a one-and-a-half-inch curved needle. “Why don’t you sew this one up?”


“I don’t know what to do,” I protested. My mustachioed mentor passed me a mask with a splash guard and an apron.


“What?” he asked. “Didn’t your momma ever teach you how to sew?” He moved his hand in a circular motion, holding an imaginary needle. “Just pull the sides shut, the funeral home’s not picky.” As I dubiously poked two sides of the Y-incision into place and started to pull, he told me he was going to lunch. “Be careful!” he said as he headed out the door. “She died of hepatitis!”


His merry laughter cut off as the doors hermetically sealed behind him, leaving me alone with the corpse, the wicked needle, and no way to tell whether or not he was joking.


For the next three months, I spent one Sunday a month surrounded by such strange characters, forcing myself to complete the internship out of not enjoyment but determination. If I can hang with dead people for a few months, I reasoned, I can handle anything. And I could. Until I found myself in the hallway with the plastic bag.


That morning, I passed by the processing room, where the bodies’ possessions are noted and put aside for the next of kin, and noted a body still clad in Lee jeans and a pair of Keds. This being the mid-1990s, he was wearing the standard grunge uniform: flannel shirt, Pearl Jam T-shirt. His head, sadly, had not fared very well. I didn’t look too closely. Cradled in his left elbow was a Vons plastic grocery bag.


“What’s in the bag?” I asked, more to myself than anything.


“I don’t know,” answered a fellow intern passing by, a senior pre-med student at USC. “Why don’t you look?”


Curiosity got the best of me. I picked up the bag and peered in, immediately regretting my decision. There are moments in your life that sear into your cranium, never to be unseen, much as you might wish you could. This was one of them.


I got light-headed. The intern checked the contents of the bag, then looked at the body on the table inquisitively. “Buckshot, maybe? Or car accident.” He shrugged and continued on his way, unperturbed. That right there, that was a person who belonged here. I did not.


I slumped on the floor, ready to cry uncle. I didn’t care if I was a wimp or not at that point, I just didn’t want to come back here. “You have to learn to separate yourself emotionally from your job,” Dr. Cortes had told me on my second day as he dispassionately surveyed a set of charred remains. “This, for example,” he said as he grabbed a scalpel with a flourish, “is no longer a person. It is a crispy critter.” I kept waiting for that wall to form between what I was doing and what I was feeling, but after several months I still hadn’t gotten there.


Back in the autopsy room, Dr. Cortes tried to cheer me up. “Here, little doctor!” he chirped, handing me a heavy set of gardening shears like he was Santa. “You can crack this one’s chest!” I picked it up, surveyed it, and decided all these people were nuts. I shook my head and handed it back. “Oh no!” he said. “Someone didn’t eat their Wheaties today!” I smiled weakly.


“Can I do it?” asked the other intern, elbowing in. “I’m good with a bone saw, too.”


I headed outside for a few deep breaths of fresh air, which in downtown Los Angeles was a bit of a stretch. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting out of this internship, but this wasn’t it. As I pondered whether this was really the direction I wanted my life to go in, a small, calico cat darted out from behind an ambulance and twirled through my feet.


“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I don’t have any food.”


She purred and let me rub her ears for a minute before sauntering away, away from the smell and the discarded remains of our mortal coils.


Shortly after, I sauntered away too.


The summer before my senior year of college, I found myself completely confused. The thought of applying to medical school was just not appealing anymore. I had spent enough time working in doctors’ offices and watching surgeons grunt away as they threw their weight into hammering a hip replacement into a faceless bit of exposed leg that the luster had worn off the idea.


My mother encouraged me to talk to Dr. Banda, the pediatrician I’d gone to for years, who was also her boss. Here was a man with a true calling: He lived, breathed, and lived again for his work. He loved working with kids, especially teenagers.


“What do you think of the profession?” I asked him, looking for a pep talk. “Would you do it again if you could?”


“If I were just starting now?”


I nodded.


He mulled it over. “Nope. Don’t get me wrong,” he said, “I love what I do. I love being a doctor. But I hate the paperwork, the bureaucracy, of where this profession is going. It really takes the joy out of it.”


I considered my options, and decided that perhaps my talents were better suited to a PhD program, where I could work on projects in the relative silence of a quiet lab. I applied for a summer program in biomedical engineering at the University of Minnesota, ready to be indoctrinated into the wild and woolly world of science. Research! Innovation! Cutting-edge science, here I come!


I was assigned to the lab of a brilliant professor working on the preservation of stem cells, which in the ’90s were still mythical apparitions. I listened openmouthed as she told me of what they might one day do, embedded into a matrix to become a custom liver, or trachea. The possibilities were mind blowing.


The work, however, was mind numbing. Undergrad summer volunteers were not tasked with vital projects. In the early days of stem cell research, we were simply trying to keep the cells alive, so my job was to preserve them in various different solutions. I’d dip vials of cells into liquid nitrogen (OK, that part was cool), wait a day, then thaw them out and count how many survived the process. For eight hours a day, I peered into a microscope, scanning a grid for any pinpoints of light indicating a live cell as I clicked on a little device that recorded the number. Click, click, click. Clickclick, click, clickety click.


If I finished early, I could wander down the hall and see what the other interns were up to. Most of them were mechanical engineers and were working on things like building prosthetic arms and artificial heart valves. It was much sexier, but I had chosen to minor in marine biology instead of engineering so I had no idea what they were talking about as they explained how they made their devices work.


One afternoon, I saw a group of scrubs-clad people marching purposefully down the hall toward another lab. “What are they doing?” I asked Chuck, the intern in that lab.


“They’re implanting an artificial mitral valve in a pig,” he said proudly. “Come by after work.” He saw my face. “Don’t worry, they live out their natural lives on the farm afterward. We want them to survive as long as possible.”


By three p.m. I had tucked my pluripotent stem cells to bed, so I scurried over to Chuck’s lab. The heart surgeons had just about finished, and they withdrew while a younger person stepped in.


“What is she doing?” I asked.


“Just closing up,” Chuck said. “They let the veterinary students do that.”


“Needle holders!” the student barked. Her colleague plunked them into her hand. “Two-aught PDS!” From a distance, I watched her sew the skin closed, intent on her goal. Her hands flew. She placed ten stitches in the skin while her fellow students watched approvingly.


“Yesssss!” they said, giving her a high-five once she pulled off her gloves. High on the fumes of the successful stitch placement, they strode away discussing which bar they should hit up to celebrate.


Chuck, who had just helped engineer one of the most important artificial devices in modern medicine, was unimpressed. I, however, was mesmerized.


“I think I’m going to apply to veterinary school,” I told him.
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