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Praise for Mattie, Milo, and Me






“I love Mattie, Milo, and Me. It had me laughing out loud—yet it’s so touching that it had me in tears, too. This book is brilliant. Anne’s joys and struggles are relatable. I learned a lot. I highly recommend Mattie, Milo, and Me.”


—NATALIE ARONOW, Doctor of Veterinary Medicine


“Mattie, Milo, and Me is a beautifully written testament to the journey of dog ownership. This memoir takes you on an emotional ride. You’ll laugh, cry, and want to hug a dog by the end. A must read!”


—GARY AND ALLIE VIDER, owners of Metro Pets NYC


“A touching story that made me smile with joy, yet the heartbreak around loss touched my heart as well. The joy, the comfort that Anne experienced with Mattie and then with Milo filled the pages. The joy of loving and the pain of losing them was heartfelt. The mutual love that the Abel family experienced with each other was real, honest, and unconditional, even as Anne dealt with her mother’s inability to express the human connection of a mother's love. This story shows us how love and sorrow are so intertwined.”


—SISTER KATHY MCSHANE, Sisters of Saint Joseph


“Not every book a person reads is worth time and energy. Mattie, Milo, and Me is a rare combination: an absorbing, well-told tale that also leaves the reader changed in an unexpected and positive way. This is not just a book about an aggressive and abandoned rescue dog and the woman who courageously rescued him. This is also a book about love and hope; despair and depression. It is an entertaining and absorbing story on one level, and on another level, a deep dive into love and loss; hope and redemption; and what gives life meaning.”


—JEANNE GEMMILL GRIFFIN, PHD


“Mattie, Milo, and Me is a tender story with opposite emotional strings. One is love denied by emotionally abusive parents; the other is love received from a very caring husband and beloved sons. Through steadfast determination and a loving heart, the writer’s lifelong quest to be a good mother is realized in both the human and animal realms. Most of all it spins a loving tale of how dogs bring true joy, healing, and comfort to us. Mattie, Milo, and Anne were true gifts to each other.”


—SISTER MARIAN BEHRLE, Sisters of Saint Joseph
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I pulled open the heavy, arched, wooden door and saw a jacketless, package-less UPS man staring at me.


“I’m sorry, ma’am. I just hit your dog,” he said as soon as the door had swung open.


I had just returned home and let Mattie, our wheaten terrier, out the back door. I hadn’t taken off my jacket yet or even heard anyone coming up our long, winding driveway when the front doorbell rang.


“But she’s okay, isn’t she?” I asked.


At that moment, in response to the UPS man’s declaration, I had no alternative but to be uncharacteristically hopeful. I was unwilling, unable even, to imagine anything else.


“I killed her. She’s wrapped in my jacket by my truck.”


He said this as if he were reciting the coordinates of his last delivery.


I stood there staring at the jacket-less, package-less UPS man. I tried to feel reassured by his calm voice. But his words assaulted me, as if red. Red, bloody, red. My knees collapsed, and I fell into a heap.


“No!” I shrieked, lying flat on my stomach, my arms and legs flailing, my face burrowing into the rug beneath me. “No, no, no!” I shrieked again, feeling the already tear-soaked wool rug scratching my cheeks.


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” I heard the UPS man say. He had stepped inside and stood next to me. “I wish I could stay here with you, but I have to go to my truck and wait with the dog for the police.”


The police? Why were the police coming? Why did the UPS man have to stand by his truck? I tried to picture Mattie being squashed by a UPS truck, but the only vision I could summon was a blur. Even the blur was more than my mind could handle. I could not bring myself to stand up and follow him down the driveway to Mattie, even though I knew it was the right thing to do. To stand by her. It felt wrong to abandon her and have her be watched over by the UPS man—the UPS man who had killed her. I was not strong enough to see her as she was now. I couldn’t bear to see this dog I loved so much, this dog who five minutes earlier had jumped for joy when I walked in the door, now bloody and maimed. Now dead. I could not force myself up physically. I could not will myself to see my dog dead.


I lifted my tear-stung face and looked at the UPS man.


“It’s okay if you don’t wait with me,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”


Fine? Had I actually just told this man who killed my dog that I would be fine? My mouth had uttered the word “fine” as the voice in my head said to the UPS driver, What does it matter what you do? What does anything matter now? You just destroyed not only my dog, but also me. I don’t want to live another moment, knowing what happened to my sweet, defenseless Mattie.


We stared at each other. Me on the ground, craning my neck upward; him standing with his feet inches from my face, looking down from high above. Then he stepped backward until he reached the door.


“Okay,” he said, still facing me. “You know where I am if you need me.”


He pushed open the storm door and walked out.


I balled my fists, crisscrossed my arms beneath my chest, and dropped my lolling head onto the damp rug. I could barely get through my day even when things were outwardly okay. I suffer with depression. How would I ever be able to cope with Mattie’s senseless, painful death? My head exploded with images. Mattie trotting out the back door minutes earlier. Mattie immobile beneath the wheel of the UPS truck. Mattie curled up beside me in bed. The images came faster and faster until my mind went black. I was frozen in time and space. My mind went back and forth between a fast-forward reel of Mattie’s seven years as our dog and a vast, cold nothingness.


After the UPS driver went back to wait for the police, I eventually managed to hoist myself up off the floor and go into the kitchen. The first things I noticed as I walked in were Mattie’s metal bowls. The water bowl was almost full. I wailed as I picked up the bowl and emptied it into the sink behind me. Next, I picked up the empty food bowl and stacked it into the water bowl, with an absurd sense of purpose.


There was no stopping me. I took a few steps and picked up a half-chewed stuffed unicorn. The one toy Mattie had brought with her from the breeder. Now I was running through the hall, the den, up the stairs, through the bedrooms, picking up Mattie’s toys. I didn’t stop until my arms could hold no more partially chewed stuffed animals and rubber tug toys.


I could not bear seeing anything of Mattie’s lying around the house, as if at any moment she might scurry over to pick it up. I ran back down the stairs, into the garage, and dropped everything in my arms into the nearest trash can. It landed with an unimpressive, anticlimactic thud. It was the day after trash day. I scrutinized the familiar toys covering the grimy bottom of the plastic bin. This is what Mattie’s life with us had amounted to: death beneath the wheel of a UPS truck and an armful of partially chewed toys at the bottom of an empty plastic trash can.


I stumbled from the garage into the kitchen, then into the dining room. There I crumbled to my knees on the rug and, dropping to my stomach, I crawled between two chairs until I was nestled, face down, beneath the dining room table.


I mashed my forehead into the rug and sobbed. The images and thoughts of Mattie that had filled my mind earlier were replaced with wrenching gasps convulsing through my body. Mercifully, my grief took control and shut me down mentally and physically, as if inducing me into a lifesaving coma in the silent house. I was aware of nothing. Not even myself.


After an indeterminate amount of time, I heard someone walk across the kitchen and pick up the phone.


“I know, sir,” I heard the UPS man say. “I know we’re busy, but I can’t just leave her here. I can’t leave her here alone. Don’t worry. I’ll get my packages delivered today, I promise. I’ll do what I have to do. I’ll work until what I have to do is done. I’ll call you when I’m leaving the house.”


It was ten days before Christmas, 2001. Even in my distraught state, I could appreciate the frustration of the UPS supervisor but also, more importantly, the driver’s sudden kindness and concern for me despite the demands being put upon him.


Moments after I heard the driver hang up the phone, I felt him slither up beside me under the table. I faced away from him, but I knew he was lying next to me. I could feel his warm breath on the back of my neck. I didn’t feel comforted by his presence or even his closeness. But I also didn’t feel uncomfortable or annoyed to have this stranger, this man who had killed my dog, sidling up beside me beneath the bar of my dining room trestle table. My dog had been killed. It didn’t seem real. I did not want to think about anything other than getting through the minutes until Andy, my husband, arrived. He was due home soon.


“I never had a dog,” the UPS man said to the back of my head. “But I have cats, and I know just how you feel.”


His voice was calm and gentle, not mechanical as it had been when he told me he’d killed Mattie. I didn’t turn to look at him. I quivered, my body as brittle as my mind. It seemed as if any movement would shatter me, leaving me as dust.


“Last year my cat was hit by a car,” he said sadly. “So you can believe me when I say I know how you feel.”


I didn’t want to hear about his cat. I didn’t care about his cat. I wasn’t a cat person. I wasn’t even a dog person. I just happened to fall in love with one in my never-ending struggle to be a good mother.
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The first word spoken by my middle son, Joseph, was “dog.” His first complete sentence was, “I want a dog.” I would not be surprised if he was already dreaming of having a dog when he came into this world. Unfortunately for Joseph, even though my primary goal in life was to be a good mother, I absolutely positively did not want a dog. I had no interest in dogs. Certainly no interest in the work that would come with owning a dog.


My plan was to placate Joseph with dog alternatives. When he was three, I mail-ordered him a frog. Actually, I ordered a tadpole. A few weeks later, on a damp, cold morning in March, the mailman left a note that said we had a package waiting at the post office. I strapped Joseph into his car seat, and we headed over to retrieve it. I handed to the man behind the counter the green slip of paper that had been left in my mailbox. In return, he handed me a small box with an orange sticker that read, TADPOLE INSIDE. KEEP AT ROOM TEMPERATURE.


“You understand, ma’am,” the postal worker said, “we couldn’t leave this in your mailbox. It’s far too cold.”


“No, indeed,” I said.


“Can I see? Can I see?” Joseph said, jumping up and down.


“Would you like me to open the box for you?” the postal worker said.


“Yes, yes!” Joseph answered before I could open my mouth. “I want to see it.”


“So do I,” said the postal worker, who cut the tape with a box cutter before handing the package across the counter to Joseph, who reached his hands up as high as he could.


Joseph clutched the box to his chest with one hand and pulled out a Styrofoam cup with the other. I pulled back the mesh covering the top of the cup.


The tadpole, who had been submerged in water for his trip to his new home, jumped up above the water line, probably startled by the burst of daylight.


“Oh, look, Joseph,” I said. “He’s so excited to meet you that he’s jumping for joy.”


“That’s a mighty fine tadpole,” said the postal worker, who had joined us in the lobby for the unveiling. “He’s a lucky tadpole, too, to be going home with you.”


In his red corduroy OshKosh B’gosh winter jacket, Joseph beamed.


As we headed home, the tadpole safely back in his Styrofoam cup, Joseph said, “Let’s call him JJ, for Jonny and Joseph.”


“That’s nice of you, Joseph, to include your brother in your frog’s name,” I said.


The tadpole became JJ, and then he became a frog. A translucent, genetically engineered frog. We kept JJ in a Lucite tank and made him the centerpiece of our kitchen table. As JJ grew, we moved him into bigger and bigger tanks until, finally, the pet store owner told us that frogs grow in proportion to the size of their tanks.


Friends of Joseph’s also got tadpoles that changed into genetically engineered frogs. Most of them lasted a few months, at best. Not JJ. A year went by, two years, then three. JJ continued to thrive. As our time with JJ went on, every morning when I walked into the kitchen and turned on the light, JJ jumped as if woken from his night’s sleep. And every time, I would shudder as I imagined the morning I would walk in and find JJ inert, crushing my son’s faith in our ability to nurture this pet forever. But month after month, year after year, JJ continued to jump every morning when I came into the kitchen.


Despite JJ’s seemingly eternal presence, Joseph’s determination to get a dog persisted. Every time he asked, “Can we get a dog?” I lured him to the pet store with the promise of a smaller, less demanding creature. Our pet menagerie grew to include gerbils, hamsters, fish, and more fish.


Toward the end of third grade, when he was eight, he asked if he could adopt the five newts that had lived in his science class since the beginning of the school year. In my four decades on this earth, I had never given any thought to newts. I knew only one thing about them. That they were small. Tiny. That was all I needed to know to give Joseph a full-hearted, enthusiastic yes about adopting the newts. Not just one newt, or two newts, but five! Sometimes it felt so easy to be a good mother. On the last day of school, Joseph stood on the curb at pickup, waiting for me, a beaming smile on his face and holding a six-inch rectangular aquarium snugly against his belly.


“Mommy, aren’t they cute?” he said as soon as he had secured his seat belt in the back passenger seat, the newt-filled aquarium on his lap.


I leaned back and peered into the glass tank. It took some seconds for my eyes to be able to focus enough to distinguish the tiny, blackish-green creatures from the mossy black pebbles upon which they were perched.


“Joseph, I’ve never seen such cute insects,” I said, feigning en-thusiasm while simultaneously picturing the Terminix Pest Control technician who came to our house at the beginning of every month to spray for insects and rodents. Non-caged insects and rodents.


“Mommy,” Joseph said, interrupting my Terminix reverie. “Newts aren’t insects. They’re amphibians.”


“That’s so interesting,” I said, still focused on the newts. “I didn’t know that newts are amphibians. I’m always learning things from you.”


It was true. I was continually amazed at the things I learned from my boys. I had never heard of Beowulf until Jonathan had come home recently describing the clay models his teacher had sculpted to depict scenes of the epic poem. I learned about deciduous forests when Joseph wistfully told me, “Jonny said I shouldn’t be sad that he is going to middle school. He said my staying in lower school without him is like the trees in a deciduous forest losing their leaves and letting the sun reach the plants and trees below, and that I will rise and become a tall tree too.”


Sitting with Joseph, both of us staring at the still life that was the five newts huddled together in a corner of the small aquarium, I was once again relieved that I was able to be a good mother and fulfill Joseph’s desire to nurture without getting the dreaded dog.


“Mommy,” Joseph said, taking his eyes off the newts for the first time since he’d gotten into the car and looking at me. “Could we go to Petco on the way home and get things for the newts? I used to feel bad that they had to stay alone in the science room when everyone went home. Now that they’re my newts, I want to create a perfect universe for them.”


I stared at him, awestruck. Awestruck by his compassion and empathy. By his ability to imagine the newts lonely at night in the empty classroom. And by his ability to imagine a perfect universe for them and his desire to create it.


“Joseph, that’s such a lovely, kind idea. These are five very lucky newts,” I said and turned the key in the ignition. “Yes, let’s go to Petco.”


As I followed Joseph up and down the aisles at Petco, watching him drop big rocks and small rocks, water features, a plastic pond, and varieties of food into the shopping cart, I found myself thinking how fortunate these newts were. Once they were settled into their perfect universe, they were free to be who and what they wanted to be. They wouldn’t have to learn right from wrong. They wouldn’t have to learn to do things they didn’t want to do. They wouldn’t have to someday venture out into the big, unknown world all by themselves. These five lucky newts would be together in their perfect universe for . . . well, I didn’t know how long newts lived, but for at least their life span, whatever it was, the fivesome would be content together and very well cared for.


Except for JJ—who had staked out his territory in our kitchen— the newts, like the rest of Joseph’s pets, lived in his room. He loved them and cared for them. And, amazingly, like JJ, they all exceeded their life expectancies. Three of the five newts, who, I had learned, can live twenty years, lived for twenty-two.


Joseph loved his newts as much as the other creatures populating his bedroom. But still, he dreamed of getting a dog. In the months leading up to his tenth birthday, he began lobbying me again, now joining forces with his older brother, twelve-year-old Jonathan.


“Dogs are a lot of work,” I said.


“That’s okay, we don’t mind taking care of a dog,” they said in unison.


“You know,” I said, “when I leave the house at five thirty in the morning to go swimming, I see people bundled up walking their dogs on the cold, dark sidewalks. I can see their breath, it’s so cold.”


“That’s okay. We don’t mind the cold.”


Over and over we went, back and forth. No one was willing to give in.


Finally, two weeks before Joseph’s tenth birthday, I saw an article in the paper about African hedgehogs. “The perfect pet,” the headline proclaimed. That was what we needed, the perfect pet. I showed the article to Joseph.


“Okay,” he said dejectedly. “If we can’t get a dog, I’d like an African hedgehog.”


I was so excited. I had avoided the dog for ten years. I just needed to placate Joseph for eight more years until he left for college. I was more than halfway there. I called the pet shop mentioned in the newspaper to get directions.


“You need to know,” the store manager said, “African hedgehogs are basically porcupines. You must wear rubber gloves when you handle them.”


My heart dropped. We didn’t need a prickly animal who would require us to wear gloves if we wanted to touch him. I pictured Joseph trying to bond with a porcupine. I realized I could no longer deny it. I could no longer put off the inevitable. We had enough creatures in tanks and cages.


It was time for the dog.
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I don’t like to shop. When we relocated from Boston to Philadelphia, I looked at three houses in one day and bought one of them that evening. While raising my boys, Jonathan, Joseph, and Josh, I would go to Gap twice a year and buy seven sets of sweatpants and sweatshirts or shorts and T-shirts—one for each day of the week—for each of them. I do pretty much the same thing for my own clothes. I’m not a comparison shopper. When I need an appliance, I walk into the store, buy the one the salesperson recommends, and hope for the best.


Merely hoping for the best was not going to cut it with a dog. For the first time in my life, I needed to be an informed consumer. I went to Borders and bought Every Dog, a 536-page book describing over 450 breeds. We took turns paging through the book and looking at the different breeds. Suddenly, I was interested in the dogs my kids’ friends owned. Joseph wanted a big dog. Though I didn’t even want a dog, I thought small would surely be better than big. I had often heard people with older children say, “Small children, small problems. Big children, big problems.” I wasn’t convinced this applied to children, but I was unwavering that it applied to dogs.


One Monday, just a few weeks into our search, Jonathan came home from a soccer teammate’s house gushing about his wheaten terrier. I looked up this breed in my book. It was a medium, hypoallergenic breed. A breed, it seemed from the description, that did everything but empty the dishwasher. This was our dog.


I called the mother of Jonathan’s teammate and got the name of the breeder.


“We’re having a litter in May,” the breeder said when I called. “I’ll put you on the list.”


The boys were happy. I was ecstatic. I had been a good mother and found the right dog for our family, and it had cost me nothing. After all, it was only January. May was so far away that it felt like it would never arrive. A lifetime away. As I passed through my dogfree house, I was even able to convince myself that the possibility of a cushion-chewing, rug-peeing, yapping dog would never become a reality. Life was good.


Three days later, the breeder called me back.


“We have a ten-month-old dog, Mattie, we had planned to use as a show dog,” she said. “But her neck is too short, and we’re putting her up for adoption. If you’re interested, you and your family could come over on Sunday. We can meet all of you, and you can meet Mattie. If everything works out, you could take her home right away.”


My heart fell with a thud. What could I say? It never occurred to me to buy myself some time by saying we would prefer to wait for a puppy in May. It never occurred to me that I could keep this conversation a secret from the kids. I knew my kids would want to get Mattie now rather than wait. So I said the only thing I could think to say: “That would be great.”


Friday after school, we went to Petco. We went through the aisles buying bowls and beds and toys and food. Listening to the boys excitedly debate which bed, which toy, which bowl would be best for Mattie, I wondered if adoptive parents go shopping like this when they find out they have been matched with a child. I wish I could say that my boys’ happiness lifted my spirits and made me even a little bit happy about Mattie, but it didn’t. The truth was irrevocable. I. Did. Not. Want. A. Dog. Still, as much as I did not want a dog, I wanted many more times than that to be a good mother.


That Sunday morning, as Andy and the boys got ready for our fifty-minute drive to the breeder’s, I took one sad, slow walk through my house. It would never look the same.


If Andy and the boys talked during our ride, I didn’t hear them. I was mired in an amorphous sense of dread. It wasn’t just the dog that was pulling me down. My baseline sense of hopelessness and despair was digging in even deeper within me. I could feel my depression pulling me down.


The breeder and her husband welcomed us into their split-level house and ushered us into their family room. They began asking the boys about their schools and hobbies, pets and sports. It seemed pretty clear that they were assessing them to see if they would be good with Mattie. I wasn’t surprised when after not too long my boys had put them at ease.


“Why don’t you go into the kitchen,” the woman said, pointing across the hall. “I’ll go downstairs and send Mattie up to meet you.”


I followed the boys into the kitchen. I stood in the middle of the bright, airy room, waiting. I wasn’t anticipating anything. I wasn’t dreading anything. My mind had gone numb. Suddenly, a white blur burst through the door and landed at my feet. Without thinking, I dropped to the ground and wrapped my arms around Mattie. I felt my heart open.


I sat back while Mattie scurried excitedly around the circle, from Andy to Josh to Jonathan and Joseph. Her tail was high and wagging. Then she came back to me and plopped herself in my lap. Oh my God, I was in love. What was not to love about this happy, endearing, medium-sized ball of white fluff ? Her unbridled happiness and unmitigated affection were contagious. Very, very contagious. My own happiness about Mattie was magnified that much more when I looked up and saw my gleeful boys.


The breeder put a leash on Mattie. Then Andy and the breeder’s husband carried a metal crate from the house and put it in the trunk of our station wagon. The breeder lifted Mattie into the crate. Before she shut it, she pulled out a partially chewed stuffed unicorn from her pocket.


“This is Mattie’s special toy,” she said to the boys, and she put it next to Mattie.


They all nodded in knowing agreement. Each of them had had a special stuffed animal too. They still did, even if the older two kept them farther away, on their bureaus. But not out of sight.


We said our goodbyes and began the ride home. We had not gone a full block when I heard Mattie whimpering.


“Mommy,” I heard six-year-old Josh say, “Mattie’s crying because she misses her mommy.”


I turned to look back at them. All three of my boys had tears dripping down their cheeks.


When we got home, the phone was ringing as I unlocked the door. It was my mother.


“What’s new?” she asked.


“We just got back from the breeder. We have the dog,” I told her.


“So?” my mother asked. She knew I had agreed to a dog only because I was trying to be a good mother.


“She’s great. When the breeder opened the kitchen door, Mattie galloped into the middle of the room and I melted to the floor to hug her as if she were my long-lost dog.” I was swooning. “She seemed so sweet and affectionate. I just fell in love.”


“And the boys? I don’t imagine they’re interested in sweet.”


“Oh, they’re as excited as I am,” I said, so relieved and surprised that the dog thing was turning out well that I’d forgotten to stay vigilant for my mother’s ridicule. I’d forgotten to listen and speak like a lawyer. My mother is a master at finding the bad in any good. “The breeder put Mattie in her crate in the back of our station wagon, and when we pulled out of the driveway, she began whimpering. At the end of the street Josh said, ‘I think she misses her mommy,’ and when I turned to look at him, all three boys were crying.”


My mother said nothing. She reminded us often that she was from Maine, where people know how to talk slowly and wait out their opponents. When my mother wasn’t giving me the silent treatment, she would call on Sundays. As abusive as she was to me, I could not cut her out of my life. Or my father. I couldn’t help it. They were at the core of my being. I loved them. I couldn’t stop hoping that at some point they would finally be kind or nice to me.


I’m not from Maine. I needed to fill in the silence.


“I think this is going to work.”


“And then Josh will go to college and the dog will die,” my mother said.


I did the arithmetic. She was right. There was a good chance Mattie might die when Josh left for college. My mother never missed an opportunity to squash any happiness I might find. From Mattie’s first night with us and every night thereafter, when I got into bed with her nuzzled against my feet, I heard my mother’s words. And I was reminded anew that Mattie’s days with us were finite, numbered.


For years my mother gleefully told the story over and over that it had been her present to Josh for his bar mitzvah that the UPS man was delivering when he killed Mattie.
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As I lay under the dining room table with the UPS man, I was completely and wholly absorbed in my own grief. I did not begrudge the UPS man’s effort to console me with the story of his cat. Oddly, I was not even angry with him for destroying my dog or for destroying me.


I heard the kitchen door slam shut.


“Anne? Anne?” I heard Andy calling.


“We’re in the dining room,” the UPS man called out from under the table when it became clear I wasn’t going to speak. Before I knew it, Andy had climbed under the table, too, and now I had the UPS man lying beside me on my left and my husband on my right.


I lifted my head from the tear-drenched wool rug to wipe my face dry with the sleeve of my jacket. As I did, I saw two policemen standing shoulder to shoulder in the hallway, looking down at us under the table.


“I think things are pretty much under control here,” one said, shaking his head and turning toward the other. “In any case, she seems taken care of.”


His colleague nodded, and together they turned and walked out the door.


I put my head back down on the scratchy rug and resumed my crying. Nobody said anything. Nobody moved.


I suffer with severe depression. The only thing that helps elevate my mood is physical activity. I work out vigorously an hour every day, ratcheting my heart rate up. Some days, when I finish, I feel better for a few hours. Other days, it’s only for a few minutes. But any amount of time is better than nothing. I take what I can get. For me, it’s all about action and movement. Staying still tends to mire me even more. Staying still is not something I do often.


After some unknown amount of time lying between Andy and the UPS man beneath the dining room table, I felt the need to get up. I wiggled my way out from under the table and, with tears streaming down my face, I hurried upstairs to my desk. As I dropped into my desk chair, I was already fingering through my Rolodex, looking for the phone number of Mattie’s breeder. I tapped in the number.


“Hello, my name is Anne Abel,” I said when a man answered the phone. “Seven years ago, we adopted a dog from you. Mattie?”


“Oh, yes. We were going to use her as a show dog, but she didn’t work out,” he said, surprising me with his memory.


“Last month, Mattie was hit by a car,” I said, grounded enough in reality to at least realize I couldn’t tell him that it had been less than an hour since Mattie had been killed. “We’re looking for another dog.”


As I spoke, I could hear the UPS truck start up outside my window.


“I’m sorry. We no longer breed dogs.”


My shoulders slumped. “Do you know anyone who does?”


He gave me the information for someone who was having a litter in May. I called and got on the list. But I knew there was no way I’d be able to wait that long—it was December. It was tragic enough that sweet Mattie had been killed. Sad for her, sad for everyone in our family. As I took down the information of the breeder who was having a litter in May, I was thinking mostly about myself. As a freelance writer, most of my days were spent home at my desk, with Mattie curled up in a ball in a dog bed beside me. Every time I took a break from my computer screen and looked down at Mattie sleeping peacefully, my heart lifted, and I felt buoyed. I could not imagine a better companion. Every couple of hours I rustled her awake and gently patted her behind the ears or rubbed her belly. Then I led her downstairs and let her outside for a few minutes. When she came back in, I gave her a treat, and we went upstairs together for another work session for me and a nap for Mattie.


The first day after we got Mattie, after everyone had left for school and work, Mattie came with me to my desk and immediately fell asleep in her new dog bed. I worked and I watched her. I worked and I watched her. She did not fidget. She did not open her eyes and look around. She just breathed in and breathed out, breathed in and breathed out. I picked up the phone and called Andy at work.


“Andy, all she does is lie in her bed sleeping,” I said. “Do you think something’s wrong with her?”


Andy laughed. “What do you want her to do? Read a book?”


I got his point. From then on, it was enough, more than enough, for both Mattie and me to be together while I worked and she slept. With Mattie beside me, I never felt isolated or alone. So, when she was killed, in addition to feeling distraught and despondent, I was also terrified of being home alone. Terrified that my depression would be exacerbated whenever I glanced at the spot where Mattie used to be. I needed another dog to fill the space left by Mattie, not only emotionally but also physically. I was fully aware that replacing her in my heart would be difficult, if not impossible. But I was hopeful that having another dog around would be at least somewhat distracting and help make Mattie’s physical absence less glaring and painful.


One phone call after another, from one breeder to the next, I kept pushing onward. And one after another disappointed me. Some were no longer breeding. Some seemed irritated at me for getting a puppy as a Christmas present, a present they said I would surely return when the holidays were over.


I was tapping in another phone number when Andy appeared in the doorway, startling me. In retrospect, it is clear I was experiencing trauma. My instinct to survive had pulled me from beneath the dining room table and sent me upstairs to my desk to do what I needed to do to move forward and keep myself from falling into the abyss that was widening and deepening before me. Now, as I looked up at Andy, I felt my all-consuming focus to find a dog to replace Mattie crumble.


“It’s almost time to pick up Joseph and Josh,” he said, shaking his head in sadness.


I looked at the clock. He was right. I looked back at him, panic now replacing grief.


“Oh, Andy, what are we going to tell them?” I asked.


Up until that moment I’d been drowning in my own grief and hadn’t absorbed the pain that would reverberate through the rest of the family. It was the first time I had thought about anyone else in the family. I hadn’t focused on anyone besides Mattie and me.


“We’ll go together to get the boys,” Andy said. “We’ll figure it out.”


Neither Andy nor I spoke during the ten-minute ride to school. It was still early when we got there. We parked in the lower parking lot, where I always met the boys, and waited. It wasn’t long before one kid, then another and another, began to descend on the parking lot, scan the cars, and hustle across when each one saw their ride, happy that they would not have to wait.


Andy and I had gotten out of the car and stood in the middle of the parking lot, looking up toward the school. A few kids recognized us and gave us a wave or a hello. I smiled back wanly. Finally, we saw Joseph and Josh coming toward us, together. When they saw Andy, smiles spread across their faces, and they came running.


“What are you doing here?” Joseph said excitedly as soon as they had reached us.


I was looking at the boys, not at Andy. In that moment, between when Joseph finished asking his question and before either one of us answered, I knew from the change in the expressions on my boys’ faces that they knew something was horribly wrong.


“Mattie was killed by a UPS truck in the driveway,” I said, putting my arms around both of them and beginning to sob all over again.


“No!” Joseph shrieked. “No!”


He dropped his book bag and clutched me to him with both arms.


“No, no,” he said again, nestling his head into the shoulder of my jacket, his voice muffled.


The four of us stood in the middle of the parking lot, engaged in a sad, mourning, desperate version of a family hug. At one point I lifted my eyes and caught the gaze of the mother of one of Joseph’s friends. She smiled at me sadly.


The parking lot was empty by the time we were finally able to let go of one another and get in the car. Except for my sobs and the sniffling of Joseph and Josh, the ride home from school was as quiet as the ride to school.


When we got home, we sat together at the kitchen table, just looking at each other’s teary faces. After some amount of time, Joseph pushed himself up from his chair.


“I need to start my homework,” he said, shaking his head and wiping his eyes.


“Me too,” Josh said as he stood up and hoisted his book bag onto his shoulder.


Andy and I watched the boys leave the kitchen.


“I can’t just sit here,” I said to Andy who sat across the table from me. “I’m going to go work out.”


Although I had already ridden my exercise bike in the morning, I put on my workout clothes and did it again. It was the closest thing I had to a tranquilizer. I sat down on the seat of the stationary bike, clapped the headphones onto my head, and began blasting the golden oldies Andy had downloaded for me. My legs were more tired than usual because I had already worked out. I concentrated on the energetic beat, let it enter my head and travel to my legs, willing them to pedal forward. I shut off my brain to everything except the beat of the music and the countdown of my workout. One minute at a time, I coached myself from sixty minutes to zero.


When my workout was over, I dropped my head onto the console. My heart pounded. Sweat dripped down my arms, down my torso. My tank top was soaked. I took a deep breath, lifted my head, and jumped off the bike. Harnessing my post-workout energy spike, I grabbed a sweatshirt and ran back to my desk, back to the phone. I continued my search for another dog.


As I sat in my chair, I suddenly remembered Jane, the wife of one of Andy’s colleagues. She had five dogs. One was a bichon frise, a small lapdog that doesn’t shed. Jane didn’t answer the phone. I left her a teary voice mail. Then, not bothering to shower, not bothering to eat dinner, I got into bed, hoping to fall asleep and put an end to this horrible day.
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I had trouble falling asleep that night. The image of a birthday card I had once received from my mother came to mind. TO OUR WONDERFUL DAUGHTER, was emblazoned on the front, in gold, above a bouquet of pastel flowers. Inside, on the right page, in the same Hallmark font: ANOTHER YEAR OF THE ONE-AND-ONLY YOU. On the left was my mother’s black-scripted, personalized birthday message: “Dear Anne, I was only 22 when you were born. I didn’t want to have you because I had other things I wanted to do. But here you are. Love, Mom.”


She sent me the card three weeks after my forty-fourth birthday. Even though it had been five years earlier, the words still stung. My mother had waged guerrilla warfare on me for my whole life. She rarely missed an opportunity to attack me. When she wasn’t attacking, she was withholding. As a result, I had battled depression for decades. I talked to a therapist weekly and tried over twenty antidepressants. For the most part, I managed to keep myself upright. But despite my best efforts, each time she struck I was devastated.


When the birthday card arrived, I had dropped it on the hall table and gone upstairs and thrown myself face down on my bed. I don’t know how long I’d been face down on the bed when Joseph, then twelve years old, came into my room, Mattie beside him, wagging her tail.


“Mommy, are you okay?” I sat up on the bed and shook my head just enough to acknowledge his question.


“Is it Grandma?” He had been with me when I opened the card.


I nodded. My mother’s mean spirit was nothing new. We’d been through this before.


“Are you going to Jonny’s game?” Jonathan was fourteen years old at the time. Joseph and I had been planning to walk over to Jonathan’s soccer game later in the afternoon.


“I’m not going anywhere,” I said in a monotone. Joseph stood in the doorway but didn’t say anything. When I turned away and stared ahead at the window, he left, closing the bedroom door softly behind him.


I focused on a bare, skeletal branch stretching across the windowpanes in front of me. I was tired. So tired of everything, tired of hating my mother.


I felt myself breathe in and breathe out. I pictured Joseph going to the soccer game without me. Throwing my legs over the edge of the bed, I moved toward the closet, dropped my sweats, and pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater. Staring in front of me at the mirror, I blotted my eyes and nose with face powder and stepped back to see how I looked. My jaw was hanging, and my eyelids, puffed from tears, were halfway shut. I was still at the mirror when Joseph returned.


“Mommy, I think we have to put Whiskers to sleep.” His voice quivered. “When he tries to walk, I can see he’s suffering.”


Whiskers was Joseph’s four-year-old gerbil. Three months earlier Whiskers had undergone surgery to remove a tumor on his right front paw. Now the tumor had reappeared. The vet told us that the only treatment option was amputation. But she advised against it because it would make his quality of life dismal.


I looked at Joseph slouching in front of me and then back at the clock. It was ten minutes before six on a Friday. I grabbed the phone and called the vet to ask them to wait. I didn’t want to prolong the ordeal until Monday. I grabbed my coat, Joseph got Whiskers, and we rushed for the car.


Generally a haphazard driver, I concentrated on navigating the traffic’s rush-hour knots. Beside me, in the passenger seat, Joseph was whimpering.


“Joseph, Whiskers has had a long and very good life. You loved him and took very good care of him.”


Joseph closed his eyes, nodded, and swallowed a sob. “I know, Mommy. But it’s still sad. I’m going to miss him.”


“It is sad; it’s very sad. But he won’t know what’s happening. He won’t feel anything, Joseph. He’ll be sleepy, that’s all. We’re all going to miss him.”


Even though I rarely saw Whiskers, whose home was a cage on Joseph’s bureau, at that moment I really did think I would miss the little rodent.


There were only two cars in the parking lot outside the veterinarian. With a sympathetic smile, a woman in cranberry-pink scrubs greeted us from behind her counter.


“Have a seat. We’ll be with you in just a few minutes.”


Joseph and I sat down in the empty waiting room. Joseph hunched forward and hugged Whiskers’s tank to his chest. I put my arm around him and massaged his shoulder. My hands and feet were cold, my shoulders tight, and I thought about the gold-scripted words, TO OUR DAUGHTER. The receptionist came to usher us to the examining room, and I pulled back, hesitating. But when Joseph jumped up, I followed instinctively.


The vet scooped Whiskers out of his tank and cupped him in her hands. Whiskers was trembling. Rubbing the back of his head with her index finger and cooing down at him, the vet fingered his right paw and manipulated the tumor. Her manner was calm and her gentleness lulling. I hoped she’d look up at us and have another option. But she didn’t.


“You’re right, Joseph. Whiskers’s tumor is growing rapidly now. It’s getting awkward for him to move with it.” The vet was a petite woman, around thirty, and still stroking Whiskers’s head. She had stooped down a notch to be at eye level with Joseph.


“He’s had a very good and very long life. He won’t feel any pain. His life will be good until the very end, and he’ll be very happy in heaven.”


Joseph nodded. His body was locked with his eyes focused on Whiskers, who was clasped in the vet’s hands. The vet smiled at me sadly and left, taking Whiskers with her. When the door closed behind her, Joseph spun around and threw himself into me, burrowing his head in the bosom of my down jacket. We held onto each other and cried. I could have sobbed there with him forever. It was Joseph who first moved away. He wiped his eyes on the sleeves of his jacket until I found a box of Kleenex behind the examining table. After many Kleenex and as many deep breaths, we decided we were composed enough to make it through the waiting room.


We raced to the car, slammed the doors, looked at each other, and cried. I leaned toward Joseph, put one arm on his shoulders, and stroked his hair with the other. The vet and the receptionist walked by, smiled sadly at us, and got into their cars. I keep a box of Kleenex on the car floor, and Joseph and I passed it back and forth.


The traffic on the street and sidewalk had quieted, but neither of us said anything about going home. We cocooned in our car, camouflaged by the dark. Joseph and I held hands, with me squeezing his and him squeezing mine. With each clench, I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and tried not to picture my mother’s blackscripted birthday message, “I didn’t want to have you.”


“Do you want to go get another gerbil, Joseph?” I asked after a while. There was a pet store ten minutes away and I wondered if a new gerbil might lessen Joseph’s grief.


“Mommy, no,” he answered. “I can’t just replace Whiskers with another gerbil.” I smiled at him, moved by the depth of his feelings.


The house was dark when we pulled into the garage. I turned off the ignition, but neither of us moved to get out of the car, and our crying began again. The garage lights flicked off.


“Mommy, are you crying about Grandma?” Joseph asked in a soft, unwavering voice.


“Yes, Joseph. I’m crying about Whiskers and Grandma and . . . Joseph, I’m crying about everything.”


He reached across the front seat and put his hand in mine. “Mommy, we’re your family now, and we love you.”


His words deepened my sobs, and tightening the wrap of my hand around his, I closed my eyes.


“Let’s go inside,” I said, opening the car door, finally.


Mattie bounded into the kitchen to greet us.


“Mattie, it is so good to see you,” Joseph said, falling to his knees and cuddling her.


After focusing on the palm-sized gerbil, I had to readjust to Mattie’s size and responsive, boisterous demeanor. Watching Mattie gallop after Joseph toward the mud room, I shuddered as I extrapolated Joseph’s sadness for Whiskers into the sadness and loss he’d be feeling for Mattie someday.


At dinner, Andy talked a little about Whiskers and Joseph’s love for animals. Other than that, the rest of us had been quiet. Toward the end of the meal, when Mattie responded to a call from Joseph by running in from the hall wagging her tail, we all reached out to pat her. Harnessing energy garnered from watching Mattie’s display of carefree love and the boys’ resulting glee, I hoisted myself from my chair and trudged upstairs and into the bathroom to wash up.


The bathroom was cold, and as I looked into the mirror above the sink, I wondered if my face’s pallid tint was due to the bathroom’s avocado-green tiles. I picked up my toothbrush. One more hurdle and this horrible day with my mother’s belated birthday card and Whiskers’s death would be over. I dotted the toothbrush with toothpaste and raised it to my bared teeth.
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