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  Dog days—




  a Season of Joy, a Season of Pain,
all for the Treasures we find between
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PROLOGUE





  SEVENTEEN YEARS, SEVEN MONTHS, AND SEVENTEEN DAYS.




  The symmetry of her life is almost as preoccupying as the wonder of it. And I wonder still. I will always wonder. For there was, from its dawning seconds, no moment less than remarkable, no minute less than intriguing, no hour bereft of inspiration. Sixty-three revolutions of this peripatetic planet have taught me the value beyond measure of a brilliance so rare, dogs and people alike.




  But on that December day, her time had lapsed—though how could it be?—and there was nothing on God’s earth I could do to unend that. I, who had been granted the gift of her, the incredible blessing of her. I, alone, who had been permitted the privilege of her destiny.




  We stood limply under an ancient gray cedar tree on the last day of the year, Loretta and I, in the gathering dusk, only sparsely sheltered from the cold, pouring rain. Stung equally by certainty and disbelief, caring of nothing beyond the moment. For there was nothing beyond the moment, nor for many others to come. Our world had stopped, and it would be a long time before it turned on. Tears streamed down our faces as profusely as the raindrops, and both spattered somberly against the wet, muddening mound of a newly turned grave.




  The very last thing I had wanted to do on New Year’s Eve was dig a grave, and most especially this one. It had been solemn from the break of light that day, dismal and uneasy, prayerfully quiet, as if the heavens were presciently in mourning.




  We found her peacefully at rest that afternoon, still warm, in her kennel house.




  “It must be done today,” I said to Loretta. “I cannot face it on the first of another year, and expect to go on living.”




  And now the rain beat down on her remains, and ours. There was a great part of me buried there with her, and a part of me, because of her, that will carry on boldly for the rest of my days, until I’m with her again.




  “We grow so unaccustomed to perfection,” Loretta said, closing to my side, her eyes swollen and red, “that it must be shown to us. We never really achieve it on our own.”




  So it was. Something greater than the nick between Johnny Crockett’s John and November’s Calling gave us Pat that providential May morning of 1976. Something greater than five generations of blue-blooded English setters, something greater than the biological pairing of genes on chromosomes. Something magical. Something unknown. And it had lasted seventeen years, seven months, and seventeen days.




  As dreaded as her passage, it was not unanticipated. Her frail and weary body, so alien to her mien, could no longer answer the fire of her spirit, and her spirit, as ever, yearned for freedom. So she had simply lain down without a whimper, and died as gracefully as she had lived.




  Her spirit, in life or in death, is indomitable. I know, because I knew her. It burns on, and day after day, I find it in a dozen places. A little of it to see me through in a troubled time. A little of it to remember on a mellow November noon. A little of it looking up at me through the eyes of Molly, her latest granddaughter. Asking me if I’m carrying on.




  “Yes,” I assure her quietly, and vow each time anew.




  For we were a team, she and I, and once upon a time . . . we were invincible.




  It seems so long ago, and as fresh as yesterday.
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     “IT’S GONNA BE TODAY,” LORETTA PLEDGED INTUITIVELY, A TWINKLE IN her eye, that gone a-glimmering May morning twenty-nine years ago. I had seen that look before. Our daughter was born later that evening during a prime episode of Gunsmoke. Old Doc was in attendance, though my wife was subsequently hands-down on the idea of naming her Kitty. And I had seen that dimple in my wife’s eye again, and again, just before parturition of a half dozen of her friends.




     Now, just as the sun climbed out of bed, here she was, freshly back from running Melanie to school and a trip to the kennel—with Cindy trooping by her side, waddling along as stylishly as her distended abdomen would allow—reporting the equivalent of an order for hot, boiling water.




     I reappraised our mama-to-be. She looked no different, I thought, than the other two dozen times I had examined her in the past week, at the tag end of an interminable wait that had gathered suspense from its conception, sixty-one days ago. But I had learned better than to doubt.




     “I’m bringing her in where we can watch her,” my wife announced. “You’d as well call in to work.”




     “That sure, huh?” I said.




     She gave me a winsome look.




     My erstwhile gunning companion, meantime, had spun precariously but thrice around, plopping down dead center of the braided rug. I walked over and dropped to my knees beside her, caressing an ear. She was as lovely as ever, tricolored with a full mask, except sprawled broad as a barn. She looked up at me with labored hazel eyes, like she was looking for someone to blame.




  She did seem to be breathing a bit heavy.




  “What say, old girl,” I inquired, “things pullin’ close?”




  Her tail beat the rug.




  “Get a temperature?” I asked my better three-quarters.




  “No need,” she declared, pulling a bag of broiled liver from the refrigerator and emptying the contents into the small warming pan rattling rhythmically from heat convection on the stove burner.




  “It’s gonna be today. Any time maybe.




  “So don’t go wanderin’ off somewhere,” she admonished sternly, “where we can’t find you if we need you.”




  Women.




  They must learn this from the womb, how to affix just enough guilt and probability to keep a man around.




  She dumped the liver summarily from the warming pan into a food bowl, trekked over, and set it in front of Cindy. I kissed her teasingly on the neck, and she slapped me away.




  “Watch,” she remanded.




  We had been giving Cindy the liver twice daily for the past three weeks as a prenatal supplement, on the promise of an old-time breeder and trainer that it would bolster the vitality of the litter. Normally she devoured it in a heartbeat.




  The setter heaved herself upright at the expense of a tortured and protracted groan, took a few tentative sniffs, and declined. She stood apathetically over the bowl, a trace of anxiety in her eyes.




  “See,” Loretta reiterated.




  I shook my head in surrender. “I’ll be just downstairs,” I submitted, “in the basement.”




  I had left a box of number nine shotshells uncompleted on the reloading bench the evening before. Already looking ahead to the next dove and woodcock season. I’d go down and finish up.




  Almost before I reached the bottom of the stairs, Loretta was shrieking. Without heraldry, Cindy had migrated to the living room sofa, crawled up, and graced the world with pup Number One, and then Two, his oldest sister. Five minutes later, she gave birth to Three, their younger brother. All were the favor of their mama, beautiful white, black, and tan tris—little wet, blind, squirming, joyous whimpers of puppydom. Begging to be loved.




  “Good girl, Cindy,” I whispered.




  I stood there in a trance, lost at the wonder of them. How ardently we had waited for this moment. Nothing of life thrills me more than the happening of little puppies. Nothing.




  “Thanks, girl,” I said.




  Then, as always, I ran suddenly hot and nervous. Cindy, like each of the matrons before her, had begun frantically fussing over first one and then another of the pups, rolling and licking them roughly until they cried, kicking and stomping them around, until I was scared she would mother them to death in their first half hour.




  “Look out,” my wife ordered brusquely, back with a bowl of warm water to help clean up.




  I happily stepped aside, my brow soaked, my palms sticky, my pulse racing like a Chinatown taxi meter. Thinking . . . a man’s got no place in a birthing barn nohow.




  “A little past eight thirty,” Loretta mused, wringing the washcloth for the third time.




  I nodded.




  “You okay?” she asked, smiling.




  “Yes,” I lied, wondering how close I was to faint.




  “How could you know?” I asked feebly. “I mean, be so sure?”




  “Mamas just know,” she replied, capsulating one of life’s great truths, the gleam of mystery in her eyes.




  There appeared, after several uneventful minutes, to be a lull in the maternity ward. Mama’s breathing had calmed a bit; she had grown less frantic, and the three pups were beginning to look like somebody, drying out a mite. Mama’s belly, however, was still swollen tighter than a seed tick.




  “That can’t be all,” I said.




  “Ohhh, no,” Loretta agreed, then issued a second general order: “Help me get everybody out to the kennel house.”




  Gone and back again, she unlimbered a laundry basket and a light blue flannel blanket. Hastily, she arranged the blanket into the basket, then picked up each pup, examining it for a tender moment, and depositing it into the makeshift nest. Rapidly, all three wadded together, swaddled by the blanket.




  “Here,” she urged, handing them to me, “you carry this.”




  “Gladly,” I complied.




  Cindy was up and whining, worried and rocking uncertainly on the edge of the sofa, balanced like a penny on a pencil tip, all four feet gathered closely under her. Her attention was riveted to the muted noises from the basket. She was piercing me with fretful eyes.




  “Just following orders,” I submitted meekly.




  C’mon, girl,” Loretta coaxed, tempting her off the couch. “Just five minutes, then a reunion.” Cindy floundered on the mushy footing of the cushions, before grunting arduously to the floor.




  Dogging the basket to the back door, she pushed past at the invitation to go outside, bounced less than buoyantly a few yards, looked back, and squatted to pee. Beneath the folds of the blanket, there were tiny whimpers.




  Life was in order.




  With the other inhabitants of the kennel at an inquisitive crescendo, we trooped in a small procession the fifty yards to the whelping house, which in those more austere but infinitely happy days of our subsistence amounted to a small, white box frame of wallboard and two-bys. Modest would have been an understatement. At plumb, hardly eight feet square to the rafters, it incorporated a simple shed roof, one meager window, and a door. But inside, it was warm, tight, and dry. On the floor at its center had been arranged a spacious whelping box complete with puppy baffles and a clean bed of newspapers, and above its plebian threshold was proudly inscribed “November Setters,” the family marquee. By either side of the whelping box there was just enough room to squeeze in a couple of Lilliputian chairs, and in the corner was barely breathing room for a small table. On the table were fresh, fluffy towels and a half dozen washcloths; an assortment of tinctures, salves, and ointments; a box of Kleenex; a bottle of hydrogen peroxide; a small spool of waxed linen thread; a pair of scissors; a box of matches . . . and Dr. Louis Vine’s book on home veterinary care. Finally, from the ceiling was suspended a heat lamp to kill the morning chill.




  I passed the basket to Loretta and switched on the heat lamp. It bathed the little bassinet with warm orange light. One by one, Loretta transported the first three puppies from the folds of the blanket to the whelping box, unable to resist a bit of baby talk along the way.




  “Lookat t-h-at f-a-c-e,” she cooed, hoisting the firstborn female, pup Number Two, for me to see. The pup was exquisite, all marked up like a calico kitten.




  “Beda,” she pronounced, choosing a name offhand from our lengthy list of probables. “This will be Beda . . . little warrior maiden.”




  “But we might not keep her,” I said.




  This was, foremost, a litter of field trial prospects, and I had promised myself to be painfully selective. Which is exactly the word—painful—when you think about separating yourself from little puppies you’ve seen into the world . . . after their hearts have beat in time with yours for eight weeks, or eight hours even. But I was dying for a dog or dogs for horseback pointing-dog trials. I had read Nash Buckingham and Horace Lytle, and Er Shelley, an’ Henry Davis, and Bill Brown—worn the covers off American Fields—till I was blue in the face. I wanted it for real, wanted it bad.




  “We’ll keep her,” she vowed.




  Maybe. Hopefully.




  She placed her carefully in the center of the whelping box, set the basket on the floor, picked up Number One, and cradled him lovingly against her cheek with both hands before lowering him to a berth beside his sister. The she dug out Three, with the full black mask and tan cheeks, and braced him up Buddha-like in the palm of her hands. There was a cute little what-sit at the height of his ample belly.




  “Such a cute woodle sing,” she babbled mischievously.




  I smiled, uncertain of her reference.




  She added him to the pile. All three snuggled into a knot.




  Cindy piled in, lay down beside them, but was abruptly up again. She was growing restless once more. At ten forty-five, she groaned and heaved anew, and Number Four was born, another little boy, with a black left ear and right eye patch. His mama licked him clean of the placenta and clipped the umbilical cord neatly with her teeth.




  We watched nervously, tempted to help; sometimes the slip of a canine tooth can sever the cord too closely, resulting in a rupture. But we abstained, for the better, allowing nature its means.




  Mama took another lengthy sabbatical then, appearing reasonably comfortable and absent of distress. Glistening white beads grew at the nipples of her swollen breasts; on cue, her milk was coming. We sat in unceasing admiration of our second generation of November Setters—November, for I loved the month as dearly as I would love these puppies—guessing at how bountiful it would ultimately be. Talking of their rearing and training, of the greatness we hoped ahead, praying for each little life a safe and happy journey. So many things could flounder when fate overwhelmed destiny. The best you could hope was that they tracked in harmony.




  “Please, God,” Loretta whispered.




  A bit before lunch, Cindy was anxious again, whining, straining once, then again, and in a squishy whoosh, Number Five was born. Black patches on both ears, a half mask, and another cute “woodle sing” at the summit of his abdomen. When he was clean, he immediately set on the arduous adventure to his siblings a foot and a half away, trembling and tottering and falling back time and again as he tried to navigate Mama’s foreleg, righting himself and stubbornly trying once more. Pups One through Four refused to wait, mounting their maiden search for dinner.




  Mama remained fidgety, whining softly and licking at herself.




  Thirty minutes afterward, at precisely twelve twenty, a tiny female squeezed herself into the world, except for size no more conspicuously at first than any of the others. Immediately, she was the pride of her mother’s pain . . . but such a tiny, determined little thing . . . with tiny paws clawing for purchase, each slighter than the smallest of my wife’s fingernails, contesting her mother’s lavish attention with an unconquerable will to prevail.




  Loretta’s notes, on a tattered yellow notepad, are replete with our first impressions:




  #6, 12:20 p.m., Female. Patch above L. ear.




  Spot next to R. ear. Rump patch.




  Giving Mama a fit.




  For as long as I live, a Number Six debut and a rump patch will be my foremost measures of a newborn pup.




  Almost on her heels, another sister appeared. Seven, now. Wearing two black ears, trapped and crying bloody murder for a time between Mama’s hind legs. Finally I bent over and rescued her, for Cindy was finding greater and greater necessity for dividing her time. Abruptly, the pup hushed and was given to travel, with small thought of the annoyance that had detained her. Life is spontaneous with dogs, to the last moment. Enviably, I believe, for foresight is not always a gift.




  Number Eight was right behind, a struggling little boy wearing a half mask that shadowed the better part of a left eye and ear, and a rich black patch at the base of his tail. He seemed for a time slightly weaker than the rest, and we watched him anxiously, relaxing a mite when he gained his bearings and struck out for the milking parlor.




  Number Nine, a wriggly little girl sporting black ear muffs, followed expeditiously, fussing at the discomfort of eviction. Cindy scrubbed her down, washed face and ears, and proclaimed her fit for company with the eight others now in a desperate scuffle for table space at her breast. I noted with satisfaction that the little Number Six female was fastened to a rear spigot, fighting aside the rough-and-tumble conquests of her bigger brothers.




  ’Twas a time before Number Ten came along, five hours in fact, and we had about decided the litter was complete. Lo and behold, at seven forty, another strapping male was emancipated, about as easily as pouring water out of a boot. A looksome young man, this restless lad, the biggest of the bunch, with two black ears and a left eye patch, and a smudge of tan at the corner of his mouth that looked suspiciously like a tobacco stain. A few minutes later, he had bulled his way into the feeding frenzy, bumped a brother off a teat, and locked on for dear mercy. When we pried him loose six days later, it seemed, he was already scaling a hefty two pounds, ten ounces on the baby scales.




  When Number Eleven hit the ground, however, two hours junior, he proved the equal of his predecessor—poundage, plumbing, and persuasion. A half hour later, a rivalry had sprung between the two that waxed red hot the length of their affiliation. So dashing and debonair was this latest young chap with the knock-’em-dead markings that according to Loretta, he favored slightly her movie idol, John Derek.




  “Thisun’ll make the ladies swoon,” she predicted lyrically.




  “He’ll have to have a special name, something with brass, class, and charisma. Maybe somethin’ from my romance novels.”




  “Wonder if he’ll point a bird?” I sighed.




  Mama was persevering bravely, though her plight was compounding by the minute, nearly a dozen suckling mouths and umpteen prickly little toe-nails increasingly dependent upon her patience. After more than twelve hours of labor, she was tired and gaunt. You could see the dent of fatigue in her soft brown eyes. But there was the glint of devotion there, too, and pride.




  “I know, girl,” Loretta offered sympathetically.




  We had hoped she was through at eight, avoiding the strain of a larger litter. But eight was history. Now we wished, fervently, for eleven to be all.




  It was . . . until ten thirty-five, when little Miss Grace emphatically arrived, chastely white, with a hint of ticking and a distinctive dab of mascara at her right eye. Fourteen hours after the first, she completed a gorgeous dozen.




  The box, however, was a mess.




  “We’ve got to change these papers,” Loretta declared.




  In a series of tiny smacks, I pried loose the pups from eight swollen nipples, gathered up the four sleepers on the perimeter, folded aside the blanket, and deposited them one by one into the basket. This time there was a wad.




  “Take ’em outside a minute,” my wife suggested. “See if Cindy won’t follow you.”




  She did, watching my every move. In the dark, under the stars, while Loretta quickly changed and smoothed the papers, I considered the twelve little lives wriggling under the blanket. What grand things lay ahead, I hoped.




  “Okay,” she said.




  A few minutes later, after a grueling contention of twelve hungry mouths over a table of eight settings, a puddle of puppies lay about the warmth of their mother’s breast, twitching and sleeping. I searched among them for the little Number Six female. Noticeably smallest, she had wormed her way snugly between the considerable bellies of her two biggest brothers, and died to the world.




  Ten days later, precocious from the start, she was the first to open her tiny blue eyes and look at me. As she rested in the cup of my palms, blinking demurely, she simply stole my heart away and never gave it back. It was in no way, understand, an act of surrender. Maybe on my part, but not hers. There was a major independent essence she never relinquished. And I never asked. It had to be that way. Boldness stems from confidence, and without it there cannot be brilliance. There would be times when the fire flamed too high, that would hurt us, and more often when it would lift us the height of a dream.




  A few notions hence, still a trifle of a thing at three weeks old, she was struggling in the restraint of my hand, while Loretta tried desperately to dab some Furacin on a moving spot of staph. Suddenly there was a diminutive little rumble, and Retta withdrew in astonishment.




  “The little rascal’s growling at me,” she exclaimed, staring blankly, her eyes large and bright.




  “Growlin’!” she repeated.




  I laughed, as amazed.




  So she was. No less certainly than when she registered her disgust at a dose of Nemex with a first worming. Her undiluted reaction to tribulation was defiance, not so much aggression as determination, with narrow limits for compromise. Physically, as well, she was unyielding. At fifteen days, she was toddling, with astonishing spurts of agility that portended an incredible lifelong athletic ability. With unflagging courage, she threw herself at every challenge.




  Among her siblings, life was to be largely on her terms, it was decided in the next few weeks. Though unassertive in a dominance sense and thoroughly playful, she was volatile as a blasting cap and not to be stepped on. Grittiest of the band, she was undeterred by any obstacle or any adversity. Slow down, back up, or quit was never in her constitution. Many’s the moment the nastiest of her brothers would feel the speed and wrath of her temper, and those needle-sharp teeth.




  Life was a wonderful affair. The air was fresh with puppy breath, and a dozen carefree little personalities were emerging, each with appeal. We would watch them for hours. Number One was bold, the first to actually play with us. He was an explorer, striking off into the unknown to the daring distances of twenty and thirty yards, tail stuck jauntily up over his back and canvassing every crevice. Never crying or whimpering when temporarily he was lost. His faith was constant; sooner or later, Mama would come to the rescue. Most like the Number Six female, who was ever his kin in adventure, though she never cared much where Mama was. Number Two kept tumbling out of the puppy house every time we opened the door to clean. I think she did it for the attention. She was a mischievous little bit, sneaking up behind her sisters and brothers and nabbing a hunk of hide, then retreating quickly, barking, backing, and spinning like a wind-up toy. The Number Three male had a strut in his stride. Cocky he was, always trying to impose himself on somebody . . . anybody, that is, except the Number Six female. But then, his “woodle sing” was cuter than ever.




  Four was a sweetheart. He never picked fights, and he was polite with his sisters, deferring to his brothers. Roly-poly and affectionate, sitting before first one and then the other of us, he’d look up with pleading eyes and wag that little twig of a tail, begging us to pick him up. Barking impatiently after a time if we didn’t. Five, contrarily, was a scrapper—sneaky—always pouncing on somebody in an unsuspecting moment, sidling stiff-legged around anybody who bucked him, with his baby hackles roached high, waiting for the slightest advantage. When tiny tempers flared, he was hell in a handbasket, chastening all but Numbers Six and Three. With these he provoked a face-off, but sidestepped a tangle, putting on his best bluff, puffing up and swaggering off in a face-saving retreat.




  The Number Seven female with the two black ears was a teeny treasure, buoyant and sweet, fast on her feet. She was Melanie’s early favorite; Melanie called her Patty. Where the name came from, I have no idea. Just out of the blue one day. At the little puppy stage, Patty was almost as fleet as Number Six, though less agile. She was a bit of a shrinking violet sometimes in the rough and tumble of things, preferring to avoid the conflict. She could look pitifully lonesome sometimes, off on the fringes of puppydom by herself, looking on. She gained a lot of lap time that way.




  Eight was a glutton, making up perhaps for the weak start he was given to life. He now surpassed all but his biggest brother in size and heft, though the distribution of it rested a mite more pudgily on the hanger. He pestered his mama unmercifully, forever draggin’ at a tit, until she would crawl up in my lap to get away from him. He’d fuss and fuss, trying to convince somebody he was starving.




  Sister Nine was jaunty, ballerinalike. A little shaky on her feet, yet, for jetés, but showing the promise. More than the rest, she’d whirl and spin, scamper and chase her tail, jump and dance out of pure exuberance. She tickled me with her prep-school antics. We called her Suzy-Q.




  Ten and Eleven were big, rough, and burly farm boys, good-natured, blustering and buddying around together, trying to outdo each other, wrestling and running. The former was happy-go-lucky, one bounce ahead of easy, sensitive and slightly shy—a lot like Hoss Cartwright. The latter was lay-’em-out gorgeous, sexy and sophisticated, with an unmistakable air. One day of many when he had his brother handsomely tangled into a full nelson, boldly straddling him, bristling and puffing—the swashbuckling adventurer—Loretta momentarily lowered a Harold Robbins book to her lap.




  “Dax,” she said.




  “What?”




  “Dax. I’ve finally found it. That’s the name,” she replied.




  “That’s the name for him. It’s right,” she said.




  “Dax.”




  I had to admit—it was dead on. Kinda like Rhett, or Derek, or Dirk. But better. Suddenly I felt a little inadequate.




  “Mike’s nice, too,” my wife said to me, smiling faintly.




  “Yeah,” I thought.




  And then little Miss Twelve wandered up. What a beauty. A debutante in need of a ball. Every bit the distaff equivalent of Number Eleven, she was perpetually happy and congenial, chic as silk and stunning as a snowflake.




  “Hey, Linda,” I chirped, holding out my fingers. Immediately, she stopped to chew on them.




  “Whad’id you call that puppy?” Loretta demanded.




  “Linda.”




  “Linda?”




  “Linda Evans.” I smiled smugly. “You know, like in Those Calloways and The Big Valley.”




  She blew through her mouth. “You wish,” she said.




  I laughed, relishing the reckoning.
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     AT EIGHT WEEKS, WE BEGAN TAKING THE PUPS FOR SHORT ROMPS afield, through the woods behind the house, past the great adventure of the creek, to the frogs in the pond on the hill and the winged things—grasshoppers and butterflies—in the meadows beyond. They’d scamper and tumble, rollick and play, hunt themselves sleepy finally, and drop in place. We’d end up carrying a few back in the laundry basket Loretta brought along for the cause.




  Each time out, we toyed with the estimation of them, which offered the character we sought. Boldness, grit, charisma, desire. Style. Hunting instincts. Bird sense. We loaded them into the truck at twelve and sixteen weeks, took them for progressively longer jaunts, evaluating objectively as our hearts would allow the traits of each. Charting to memory the things we found pleasing, and for consideration as well, aspects that seemed either latent or absent. The trick was knowing which. For a pup at sixteen weeks, even, is just that—a pup—and some blossom very handsomely as adolescents, well past their first year.




  I played with them with a bird wing on a string, then a live, harnessed quail. Considered them on butterflies—which they loved most of all—and sparrows. All showed the requisite pointing instinct and class on “game,” locking up perfectly sight or scent. A fathomless miracle, really, a few-weeks-old toddler pledged nose and soul to an ounce of feathers. Far too wondrous, it seemed, to be a matter of expectation, though it really was . . . a promise of the genes. But then again, there was the mystery of life. All you could look for was that superordinary, burning, white-hot desire, mirrored by individual degree in the fire of their eyes and the trembling intensity and expressiveness of their stand. Sometimes it flamed so high so early that you discovered it yourself, and sometimes when it was banked, only later, when it was fed and fueled, would it be revealed to you. Always, there were elements of the unknown that could be disclosed only by test and time.




  At twelve weeks—three months—rightly and wrongly, we thought most promising as horseback dogs Numbers One, Four, Six, Eleven, and Twelve. Had we sold the balance of the litter at that point, we would have kept Number Six, but gifted to someone else two of the most exciting setters I have known in a forty-year campaign for the best.




  Fortunately, we didn’t. We had committed from the beginning to keeping them all a full year. We weren’t professional breeders, just “a litter every few years” folks, for our own accord. The economics of the proposition were of minor thought. Their papa was the son of a national champion, the last setter to win at Grand Junction; their mama was a cracking good grouse-woods gun dog. They’d throw some good pups. Our foremost concern was that we keep them long enough that we didn’t overlook the best of them.




  At four months old, individual enough they belonged to have call names, we held a christening. Loretta dug out the file; for years we had kept a standing list of possibilities, accessioning others occasionally we ran across and especially liked, from a song, a book, or a whim. It was a serious piece of business, coming up with a lifelong name for a pup, one that suited and would launch it into the world laudably. We never approached it with less than purpose, spending hours, even weeks, at the task. Until we had for each a name as distinctive as the persona, one that still rolled off the tongue sharply enough for a field summons.




  A couple stood from prior order. Beda, by Retta’s proclamation, old English for “warrior maiden,” stuck with Number Two. Dax continued to be the overwhelming favorite for swashbuckling Mr. Eleven. Suzy-Q merely grew up to Suzy. Surprisingly, however, Melanie had switched allegiance some time before, transferring from Seven to the precocious Ms. Six the adornment of Patty. Perhaps it had something to do with Melanie being six herself, or maybe more that Six was the smallest and liveliest, and she and Melanie, slight and lively alike, had become great buddies by simple osmosis. Though I really wanted something more fiery, for the sake of our daughter we let it stand, clipping it to Pat for field cadence. Without surprise, Linda was tabled for Number Twelve by Madam Chairman, with nominations solicited anew from the floor. Lea, Rani, and Storm were put to vote. Storm won by popular acclaim.




  Old business out of the way, we continued with the consideration of each of the others, stumbling for a length on cocky Number Three, opting at last for Thane, another intrepid Old English forename. In after years, some of my field-trialing friends had a habit of abusing it teasingly to “Thing,” in which instance I could never avoid the association with “cute woodle,” managing a chuckle each time, however serious the stakes might be. By an equally protracted process, each other name was decided, until finally, by order of birth, one through twelve, there was Hank, Beda, Thane, Joe, Jake, Pat, Jill, Ben, Suzy, Luke, Dax, and Storm.




  Long before we were ready, they grew to an addled essence. The boys were big and gangly, still looking for themselves, the girls lithe and light, coming into their own. None more astonishingly than Pat, the Number Six female.




  Her tender life almost ended there. The dark hand of Fate clutched at her on a hot afternoon in early September, and only the inexplicable summons of an archangel, and the quick wit of Dr. Danny Allen, saved her. I came home at noon from work, why I cannot say to this day. I had no special reason. Something called me there, from the midst of other pursuits more expedient. And still I had no way of comprehending the urgency of its message. I walked into the kitchen, snatched some bread from the bin, slathered on the Miracle Whip, and built a tomato sandwich from the fresh fruit of the garden. I sat down at the table, lifted the sandwich, and it called me again, to the back door this time, and beckoned that I take a glance at the kennel. And I got up without ever taking a bite, and stepped to the porch.




  The dogs were up and barking. Beda, Pat, and Thane were yet kenneled together at that point, and my eyes swept the yard, drawn to their run. Beda and Thane reared against the fence, raising a fit. Strangely, Pat was not with them. I watched for a moment, uneasiness swelling in my chest. There was nothing of her.




  I started for the kennel, my pace quickening the nearer I got and the emptier it seemed, and then I saw her. She was lying inertly on the ground. It stopped me dead. I stood for a terrified moment, staring. There was no sign of life. Time stopped and my heart lodged in my throat. Fighting, fumbling with the latches on the gate, not wanting to take my eyes off her, I rushed inside. To my utter relief, she was breathing . . . shallowly . . . but her body was completely limp, comatose or deep in shock. I searched quickly for a wound, a bite, anything—but could find nothing. I scooped her up in my arms. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she drooped limply off either side. It was then that I prayed.




  I ran, ran as hard as I could for the truck, flung open the door, and eased her onto the front seat. As I spun out of the drive in reverse, she was flung forward by the momentum. I jerked a hand off the wheel to steady her, and the truck careened violently left, slamming into a tree. I never stopped, simply downshifted and scraped my way free. Our old ’71 Chevy still wears the scar. It was, fortunately, less than two miles and several stop-lights to Dan Allen, our vet, friend, and an Alpha Zeta brother at North Carolina State, there off Western Boulevard in Raleigh. I don’t remember stopping. I can’t remember cutting the ignition. Scary minutes later, the truck skidded somehow to a grinding halt in the gravel parking lot of Boulevard Animal Hospital, and I jumped out with Pat dangling over my forearms and rushed into the reception lobby, praying Dan was there.




  Marcy was at the desk. She looked up and her eyes widened.




  “Danny,” I uttered urgently.




  She wasted no time with foolish questions. I shall always appreciate that. She got up immediately and hurried to an examination room in the hallway. When quickly she returned, Danny was with her. Gwynne Tenneson, his chief clinical tech, followed closely behind.




  One look at Pat, and you could see the gravity cloud his face.




  “I found her this way, Dan,” I stuttered, “in her kennel.”




  I was scared, real scared. I wasn’t sure she was even breathing any longer. We already worshiped her. You had to, for her grit if nothing else, and there was far more. I could feel the despair rising, my hopes vanishing, my eyes welling with tears of desperation.




  Danny raised an eyelid, listened momentarily to her heartbeat and respiration, then examined her hastily overall. She was still draped unconsciously over my arms.




  Withdrawing the stethoscope from her chest, Dan glanced at Gwynne. “Let’s get her to the back,” he ordered. “Quick.”




  “Set up an IV. Glucose. Epinephrine. Antihistamine. Prednisone.” He was spouting instructions to Gwynne as he ushered me along.




  “Quickly,” he reiterated.




  It’s some kind of prophylactic reaction,” he explained. “My guess is a sting—a bee or a wasp. Or a spider.”




  I listened in a daze, afraid to ask the question. My heart was beating through my chest.




  When we reached the surgical ward, Gwynne was there and ready. I laid Pat on the cold stainless steel of the table. I could see no breathing at all now. She looked so small and drawn, her eyes glazed and unblinking.




  Danny said nothing, filling a syringe from a small inverted bottle. While Gwynne found a vein and started the IV, I watched as the liquid from the bottle trickled slowly into the clear barrel of the syringe. It seemed to take forever. When the dose was complete, Danny immediately pushed the needle into the shoulder of the little setter and depressed the plunger. Almost instantly, he was filling another, quickly administering a second antidote as well.




  “If we’re not too late, this should do it,” he said.




  Numb with fear, I could offer nothing in return. I just looked at her, and prayed.




  I had asked Marcy to call Loretta. She rushed in about that time, looking first to Pat, then me, and last, Danny. Sensing the solemnity, she stood, tears welling, her hand nervously at her lips.




  For a short time there was no change, and then rapidly our sixth puppy started back to us. Blinking several times, she stirred slightly. The color was seeping back into her gums. She raised her head, struggled feebly, wanting to be up. Danny laid a hand on her side, calming her.




  “Easy, sweetheart,” he said softly to her. “Just rest there a minute longer. You were a long ways out.




  “What was it . . . you get crossways with a bumbler bee?”




  Limp with relief, we reveled in the consolation of our old friend’s words. Once again, when all of hope seemed forsaken, we had felt his hand at our shoulder, drawing us back from the brink of a grave.




  “Thanks, Dan,” I said, past the burn in my eyes.




  He smiled gently. “Too early to let her go,” he assured me. “I got to shoot a bird over this un.”




  “That you shall,” I promised.




  “Was that really what happened?” Loretta asked. “A bumble bee?”




  Just a guess,” Dan offered. “Some sort of varmint walloped her. It was a scare. We could have lost her.”




  Pat was up and on her feet now, prancing around on the table, tail popping. Toenails clicking. Like nothing had happened. Gwynne was trying to pull the IV. It was amazing, how dramatic the change.




  Dan drew a final syringe, pumped in a bolt of steroid.




  “God, I’ll never hold her down now,” I observed happily.




  “Insurance,” he exclaimed.




  Our eyes caught for a minute, and I thanked him again without speaking.




  “Doves, Saturday?” I requested, lifting Pat off the table.




  “And supper afterwards,” Loretta followed. “Bring Betty.”




  Dr. Dan had turned to the sink, scrubbing up. He threw up the back of a hand.




  Then Pat drug me out of the clinic to the truck, and I rejoiced the whole way there, with a brand new leash on life. I opened the door and let her clamber up onto the seat, then closed it again.




  “We almost lost her,” I said gravely, turning to Loretta, alongside. “I thought we had.”




  Her face was tight. Tears were welling again. She reached across and rubbed the little setter’s ear through the partially open window. “We didn’t, thank God,” she said.




  I told her about coming home, not knowing why.




  “Somehow, it wasn’t meant to be,” she mused, “. . . losing her. Her life wasn’t finished.”




  I nodded.




  “See you home,” I said quietly, opening the door and nudging the puppy back.




  She nodded.




  Pat was trying to push past me. Grabbing and blocking, I managed to hold her at bay until I could climb in and hurry the door shut. Settling against the back of the seat, I gazed at her, truly considering her again for a time. Her eyes were ablaze, and she was sky high on the edge of the seat. Overwhelmed, I closed my eyes in thanks. Picking up a turn of the check cord still snapped to her collar, I studied it for several moments, thinking of what had happened. Thinking that it rested in a hand much greater than mine.




  Next day, she was setting the grass afire again, pointing butterflies with aplomb, performing electrifying jetés and pirouettes, and chastising her nasty brothers. Destiny tumbled on.
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     SUMMER LAPSED, AND AT LAST AUTUMN WAS AT HAND. OCTOBER rushed by, and I tried to slow it down, but almost before I knew it, November was half spent. We’d had a frost or two; the cover was dwindling. Scenting conditions had been bettered with the cool, dry air. With spring puppy trials only a couple months away, I was growing ever more anxious and excited.




  We were taking the bunch regularly to the field. We had wild quail then in Carolina, enough for encouragement. Now seven months, the pups were beginning to run and hunt ambitiously on their own, a natural range beginning to emerge. Joe, Jake, Ben, Suzy, and Storm were close and birdy, laying out at a comfortable gun-dog distance, shaping up nicely as foot-hunting companions. All were quick and classy. Hank and Dax were stretching it out pretty good, but not always as forwardly as desired. Jill was traveling, too, albeit with a surplus of looping. Some of that could be worked out with a horse, probably not all. Luke was a question still—nice, lovely on point, but sporadically in and out on the ground. The most delightful disclosures had been Beda and Thane. They had emerged from the shadow of the pack and were gathering a lot of attention. Beda was showing the determination and desire of Sister Six, though unblessed with comparable physical prowess and stamina. What I liked most was, given the limitation, she forever tried so hard to overcome it. That would carry far. She was gorgeous on point, forward on the ground, running bigger each time out. I was liking her a lot. Thane I admired as well. He was cocky as ever, bold, certain of himself. A man’s man. Marvelously put together, he could run and he did, out there, and he looked mighty good doing it. I wasn’t sure how level he was on the top story yet, but he was sure enough a comer.




  Throughout, however, the littlest pup remained brilliantly and indomitably to the fore. Headstrong and fiery, front-running, lofty and free, she was abruptly becoming too much to handle from foot. Her small frame was becoming hard and compact, remarkably muscled, her way of going superbly athletic. She was blistering on the ground—incredibly fast—exploding off the check cord and driving ever forward with a high, tight, rhythmic lick. Bigger every time. You had to look at her. Every bounce was thrilling, a passion of poetry.




  I knew I had a horseback dog. I knew she had a nose. She was finding birds, and when she found them, she was dazzling, pointing straight up and swelling to her toes, then coming loose and jumping square in the middle of them, taking them out just as prettily. Moreover, she had an exceptional tolerance for heat. Not many setters do, not at the extremes. If she had superlative ground intelligence and game sense as well, I would have a field trial dog. In my wildest dreams, maybe even three.




  Come December, we started putting the field trial contenders—Hank, Dax, Pat, Beda, Thane, and Storm—in front of the horse, first in the roading harness. I’d lead the mare from the ground, control the pace and procession, see that nobody got tangled or doubled back under hooves. Loretta would walk out front, offering an enticement. They took to it eagerly, leaning hard into the rope and harness against the horse, bounding and bucking at first against the resistance, then gearing down into a steady, grinding haul, hindquarters knotted and digging for traction. Roading was important. Much like aerobics and strength training for human athletics. It would build the muscle, sinew, and wind to sustain the nothing-less-than-best necessary to win, from the twenty-minute puppy warm-ups, through the half-hour derby stints, to the sometimes hour-plus endurance demands of the top shooting dog and all-age contests that would follow.




  Soon they were doing it with the pure joy of escape and challenge, me in the saddle and Loretta now rooting from the rear.




  The grit of the little female was spellbinding. She never faltered, never quit—from harness-on to harness-off—straining against the drag of the horse with all her might, muscles bunched and strutting like they were cut in stone. Panting and digging, digging . . . digging. You could see the uncompromising resolve in every driving step. The blaze of it brought tears to my eyes. Only Thane could match it, and they battled each other, will against will. Beda had the fire. She tried so hard, working as consumptively as the other two in shorter, desperate sprints. But she was not gifted the stamina and would falter, ease back for a brief rest and breather, then throw herself against it again. It was electric, the three of them, nothing but puppies then, straining powerfully shoulder-to-shoulder. Awesome.




  Neither Dax, good looks and all, Hank, nor Storm could sustain the same intensity over a twenty-minute haul. Each would stall and idle periodically, flagging not so much from exertion as from diminishing enthusiasm. It was more a matter of constitution than compromise. All three were very exciting young dogs. Their promise as class gun dogs was outstanding. But as field trial prospects, none embraced eagerly enough either the challenge or the competition of the roading drills. Their spark stopped one bellows short of a flame. It told much of the prospects for success in a field trial campaign. A talented field trial contender must have the heart and spirit of a warrior. There can be no less.




  We worked along with them for a while, reaching back into the litter anew for someone else we might have underestimated, continuing the search for the supreme. Jill looked very good for a stint, sharp and snappy, except for her ground pattern. So did Joe. But neither would drive as consistently forward as a trial dog must do, and try as I might, I could not encourage it into them. I quit trying after a time, letting gun dogs be gun dogs, letting them quarter and ramble where their bird sense told them to go. There was honor enough in that alone.




  It was hard, the choosing. For all were valiant in their own way. And all were lovely. And all were loved.




  “Twelve little setter pups, each with a destiny,” Loretta mused wistfully. “I want to be a part of every one, and can’t.”




  That was the hell of it, raising puppies. There was no way, of course, we could keep all twelve, we thought then. I’d hate to face the same decision today.




  “We’re keeping at least six,” she declared, as time kept edging toward our one-year ultimatum.




  “We shouldn’t,” I said. “We’re looking for field trial dogs, remember?”




  “Gun dogs, too,” she reminded. “Two at least.” She was arguing deliberately, I realized, for something I had suggested.




  “I suppose,” I agreed, trying to capitalize.




  As ever we tried to narrow it down, it kept turning full circle. Back to Beda, Pat, Hank, Dax, Storm, Thane, and Jill. But it was the devil’s dilemma, from there. I kept retrieving us to center, to the field trial question. I just couldn’t give up on Dax, Storm, or Hank. At times, each would flare brilliantly. With spring trials posted now in the fixtures of the Field, we forced ourselves to five, and finally to four. Then there were three.




  Pat, Beda, and Thane it would be, as the trial hopefuls. That, at last, seemed preordained. Hank and Jill, or Storm and Dax we’d keep as gun dogs. Maybe. Things kept changing . . . with Suzy and Ben, Luke, Jake, and Joe . . . to confuse the issue. The thought of parting with any one of them was painful.




  We settled in earnest then into the readying of our three trial prospects for the first of the juvenile stakes, almost at hand. The back pressure of the roading regimen, puppies though they were, had conditioned them to explode from the cord when released to run at will. And they would fly. I worked them half-and-half, roading and running, whetting the edge, always giving them less than they desired. Picking them up when they showed the slightest sign of fatigue. Which was never with Pat in a thirty-minute work-out. Thane, ditto. Beda I had to watch more carefully, particularly in the heat. Gradually I worked them up to a zinging forty minutes.




  They were looking great. To me at least. I wasn’t strong into horseback trials for pointing dogs then. I had ridden a few. Mostly I was fresh off the back-pasture gun-dog circuit, where dogs are handled from foot. I knew horseback puppies had to run. These pups were running, larger than any I had worked before. I knew they needed to hunt a little, display the potential for going on to derby and shooting-dog stakes. These puppies were hunting. Whether enough, I was anxious to know.




  Christmas turned by, and a New Year was born. The spring trialing season was afling in both Carolinas. The time was at hand. Yet I was hesitant, apprehensive I guess. One thing you have to learn in competitive dog trials is to get past the intimidation. I had beat the fear long ago with the walking stakes, but the horseback events, amateur or open, were a cut above, not so easily conquered. So I kept honing, and honing, pushing the pups higher. Until a second time the keen blade of Fate came sizzling maliciously past, and once again, it almost cost us Pat.




  We were boarding horses at the time at a stable off Penny Road near Raleigh. Behind the stable were some six hundred acres of farmland, woodland broken by carelessly harvested fields of beans and corn. It was home to four bevies of quail. I had been working the pups there for a time. It was big enough for a horseback heat of about thirty minutes, when they were laying out well, and handling. There was a long edge or two where they could stretch and places where the cover closed down tight enough they had to come back on their own. It had been adequate until that day. I usually had no trouble with Beda and Thane. They were running pretty good, Beda at that stage a deal wider than Thane—who was still awkwardly looking for top gear—but neither so ambitious nor independent as Pat. She had been getting bigger and bigger, and ever more a handful to keep up with, even horseback. It had reached the point I kept the horse in a running walk just to maintain contact, to “keep her on the string.” On the far back side of the farm was State Road 1010, a paved rural road that was a well-traveled, east-west crossway on the south end of the city. I hadn’t really worried much about it before; there was a fair margin of safety as long as I had the dogs in ken. But I was beginning to. Beda and Thane were still handling and coming back on their own well enough for comfort. Pat was becoming a gamble.




  Even so, she knew the grounds and had been swinging on the back corner, coming around to complete the familiar circle back to the stable. But she was doing it faster and faster, and a bit more stubbornly each time. Not really out of hand intentionally, just afire with desire. Whatever, I really needed to wean her to bigger grounds. Our intention that afternoon was to train at a friend’s farm an hour north in upper Granville County, but I had been detained by a work conflict. The only place left in the time we had was the stable round.




  To make matters worse, the pups had gone for three days without a workout. Normally, I never let it lapse past two. Training for field trials, you don’t miss workouts . . . you don’t! . . . not if you are honest with yourself about winning. Like an Olympic regimen, it can be nothing short of a total commitment, because it must result in a total performance. But this time there had been unavoidable contingencies. Things I just couldn’t keep out of the way. The dogs were jacked sky-high, and I was edgy and frustrated.




  “Maybe you ought to wait till Saturday, for the Dean Farm,” Loretta argued. “You keep telling me how big Pat’s going now. We know it’s safe there.”




  “It’s been too long,” I replied stubbornly. “They need running. And we need to take them to a trial—soon.”




  “Surely two days can’t make that big a difference.”




  “It can when you’re trying to be the best,” I said, too adamantly perhaps.




  “I just don’t want to regret it,” she said.




  We almost did.




  I put Beda down first. I was more concerned about Pat than I admitted. She was beginning to scare me. Beda I was confident about. She’d be hot, but she’d handle. Well, maybe. At the whistle, she exploded, scorching down the edge of the first big field. She was beautiful in her own right, buoyantly gaited and merry-going. It was a good three hundred yards to the woods gap on the far end. Usually she broke off somewhere about the three-quarter mark, pausing, glancing over her shoulder to check for me. Today she took the entire length of it without a stitch, sailing out of sight through the gap into the woods and beyond. I squalled at her, partly out of jubilation and partly to remind her I was back there, and scrubbed my horse into a gentle canter. When I broke out of the woods gap into the next field, she was already two-thirds of the way to its end, rolling on.




  “Eaahhyyeeah!” I hollered, calling on her again at the corner.




  This time she swung left around the upper edge, and darted into the woods toward the little head the first covey called home. Yes. Yes! I pulled the horse down to a running walk, jamming my closed fist into the air and jerking it back, hollering again out of sheer exhilaration. It’s what a nicely going dog, puppy or all-age, does to you when he’s really cooking. It’s what puts people on a horse, for the privilege of keeping up.




  When I reached the site of her departure, I cut onto an old log path and rode the short distance to where I expected her to be. She was wildly birdy, bouncing like a gazelle, whipping back and forth with her nose in the air, searching for scent. I suspected a wreck. She was flash pointing then, like the rest. That was about all. I had made no concerted effort yet to staunch them. I guessed that she had found the birds at home, which was good, and that she had momentarily rung the doorbell, then stormed the door down. Suspicions were confirmed when a single got up wild along the next logical edge. By then, the little warring maiden had settled into a nice ground race of pleasing puppy proportions, though not as large and thrilling as the first ten minutes. Her pace had fallen to the degree that we would not make the third, and last, big field. I steered her loosely for home, picking her up near our starting point behind the stable at the thirty-minute mark, roading her the rest of the way in.




  Thane tore away as exuberantly, sprinting the distance to the first gap in jig time. Difference was, when I yelled, he turned a split second to say “ten-four,” then dashed away on. He was still a mite gangly, hadn’t learned to get all four feet under him yet. But it was coming. When he finally collected himself, he was going to be one hard-driving, snappy piece of dogflesh. I liked him a lot. He was getting a little bigger each time, lining out a little better. In manner of going, really, it was hard to say which of the three looked the better on the ground. Under motion, all were sheer class, as animated and compelling as pointing dogs get. Whatever else we might lack, we had that.




  The male pup had taken the left side of the second field when next he was in my watch, hanging the edge, then rimming the hedgerow dividing the two fields. I saw him whip into the little lespedeza pocket that usually attracted covey number two that time of day. I hoped they were there. But too soon he shot out the back side into the bottom end of the big field. I could just make him out through the trees. Grabbing the off side of the hedgerow, he took it to its finish, then caught the turn and arced back toward me. I lost him a few seconds, before he broke again into sight. I turned the horse, smiled as he took the cue. Coming around and regaining the front, he lined out perfectly through the short block of woods that doubled back in a crescent to the stable. He broke out into the high end of the pasture ahead of me, glancing back to see if I was there. These pups were learning.




  Far before he was ready, I harnessed him, letting him stop by the pond on the way in for a drink. He was proud as a kid with a toy. He knew he’d done well.




  I gave Retta the report.




  “Cute woodle sing,” she chirped, pulling the harness off, rubbing him down and lavishing him with praise.




  I watched them absently, dawdling with the cinch on the saddle. Then I walked over and picked up the harness, hung it back on the saddle ring.




  It was wearing late. The sun was on the downhill drag. Still, I stalled a little longer. There was daylight enough.




  “Well, it’s Pat,” I said finally. I had delayed and anticipated it as long as I could. Nervous and excited, my palms were sweaty.




  “You’re sure,” Loretta pressed.




  I wanted to turn Pat loose and I didn’t.




  “Yep,” I said sternly. She gave me a taut look.




  “You want to turn her loose for me?” I requested, climbing on the horse.




  “No,” she said.




  “Just do it,” I said.




  Loretta led Thane to the truck, opened a dog box door, and got him in. Organizing the check cord back into an easy coil, she reached for the latch on Pat’s box. The sixth pup was up and whining now, eyes blazing, every muscle cocked. She could see me on the horse, knew it was finally her time. For so fierce a dog, she had an amazing ability to relax, right up to the moment she knew she was to run. Beda would wear herself out before she ever ran, it seemed, straining and barking and fretting on the chain. Thane would work himself into a trembling frenzy. Many dogs will. But then, and even afterward, at the very height of her competitive years, Pat had the gift of repose . . . the facility of sluffing the pressure . . . until it counted. While beneath the facade, she was capped dynamite.




  Loretta cracked the door to the box and grabbed for her collar in the same motion, hanging on as the little female burst out onto the tailgate. There was a momentary struggle as Loretta tried to snap on the cord.




  “Wait, Pat . . . Pat, wait!” she begged stiffly, grunting in exasperation as she tried to hold the pup and get the snap on the collar at the same time.




  “You need help?” Just as I started to get down, she successfully managed the connection.




  “No,” she declared breathlessly, her face etched with worry.




  “Just in case,” I said, checking the saddlebag for the walkie-talkie, “take the truck around the road to the other side. Park along the shoulder there somewhere, stay on the CB, and watch.”




  “What do I do if . . .?”




  “Whatever you can. I’ll be somewhere close. On the radio.”




  She looked at me, hesitantly. Started to say something more, but lost the chance.




  Pat shot off the tailgate, throwing herself against the cord with all her might, digging her way to me. Dragging Loretta along. I rode up a piece, away from the truck. Loretta finally got her stopped, in front of the horse, unsnapped the cord, and ran four fingers under her collar. The pup was trembling nose-to-toes now, hindquarters knotted and bunched under the rump spot. My hand was trembling also, as I fingered the whistle. Then Pat cut her eyes up at me; in them flashed the white-hot augury of detonation, a jagged bolt of lightning before a clap of thunder. In a half century around hundreds of intrepid sporting dogs, as hunter and judge, gun dogs to major stakes champions, I’ve never encountered its equal. It would be her trademark, the rest of her life, in every trial we ever ran.




  In the next instant, Loretta glanced up at me also, imperatively, with the question.




  I took a deep breath and hit the whistle. It was like throwing gas on a fire.




  A lot of dogs are fast. And then there are the very few so blistering they defy the physics of biomechanics and synergy. It’s a consummate fusion of supreme athleticism and uncommon desire—so incendiary it overwhelms all logic—a combustion so powerful it’s compounded by mystery. It’s ultimate physiology, neuronuclear, binding soul, cell, and synapse into a single stroke of motion. And inexplicably it’s something more. The result is incredible speed. When you see it, it’s breathtaking.




  Pat broke away so explosively that afternoon it was incomprehensible. Instantly I pushed the horse into a brisk running walk, and for several moments it seemed that I, along with the rest of the world, was locked wildly in reverse. Her hindquarters were lost in a blur and a cloud of dust, and the hundred yards to the corner of the field evaporated under her momentum so promptly that the second hand of my watch forgot to turn. By the time I reached the same spot, she was a streaking blur through the woods gap at the top end. I glanced back for Loretta. She had watched the initial sprint, was now running for the truck.




  I kicked my horse into a canter. I had to stay in touch. The first few minutes were critical.




  “Yeeeaaahhup—yeaah-oh.”




  I was singing to her, hoping she was listening. I made the woods gap, whipped through, broke into the second field. In the same moment, I saw her shoot out of the little lespedeza corner, gobble up the rest of the hedgerow, then hang the bottom edge of the third field. She was flying. Beautifully.




  It scared me to death. I don’t think it had been five minutes since we left the stable. I could see her now, far to the front on the long edge of the biggest field, a white dot at light speed. The third field was normally the last leg on our round, before we circled back. I began to curse myself. That’s what you got for running one set of grounds too often. The dogs learn every bush, every covey haunt, begin to run the milk route. Forget where you are. But it was more than that. She was wound sky-high. I was overwhelmed. In a lot of years, I’d never had a dog like this.




  “Pat! Heyye!”




  “Heyyye!”




  I squalled at her, once, twice, asking her to check back. I only heard my head roar. She was already three-quarters of the way up the far edge, going away.




  “Paat!”




  I could see the little setter check, way out ahead, on the edge. Not for me. Birds, maybe. Slowing, she had doubled back, whipped into the woods. This was my chance to catch up. I slapped Dolly with the reins, asking for more. The mare broke into a gallop.




  It took forever, it seemed, to get up there. When I did, I reined the mare into the woods. Riding a quick, wide circle through the broken pines and light brush, I saw nothing of Pat, but as suspected, rode up a couple of singles. God. She would be cranked up now.




  We flew to field edge again. Just as we broke from the woods, I saw her. At the upper corner of the field, beating back and forth in wild figure S’s. About the same time, she straightened away, drove ahead to the last block of woods, two hundred yards of pines that spilled into one last field before the highway.




  In desperation, I yelled at her.




  “Pat! Heyyye! Pat!”




  She stopped momentarily, looking. I whirled the horse around, rode fast away. It works often with puppies, before they’ve been fully command trained, after they’ve learned to stay in front of the horse. They see you going away, want to catch up, get back out front.




  Not this time.




  I looked over my shoulder. She had turned away, tore on.




  I jerked the rein. The mare spun. I kicked her hard again into a flat-out gallop. She was blowing a bit, beginning to lather. This needed to be over. I was really worried now. It was hardly three hundred yards across that last field to the road. I had to get there!




  I reached around with my right hand, kept the reins with the left. Fumbling with the bouncing buckle on the saddlebag flap, I dug out the walkie-talkie, turned it on with my teeth.




  “Loretta!”




  There was a rush of static, a stint of silence, then, finally, a voice.




  “Yes.”




  “Where are you?” I stuttered, in broken breaths and aggravated words. Dolly was laid flat-out.




  “1010, just past the church.”




  “She’s heading for the road. Get there, now! Hurry!”




  “Stop her!” the radio ordered frantically.




  “I’m tryin’!” I screamed.




  I jammed the radio back into the bag just as we reached the woods. They were thick. Hardly slowing, I sent the horse through, dodging trees. A limb slapped me hard in the face, knocked my hat off. Then another banged stiffly into my shoulder. I ducked a third, then dropped my head and chest close against the horse’s neck, pulled my legs in tight, quit steering. Just gave the mare her head.




  She busted through, out of the woods into the field, still at a dead run. Remarkably, I was aboard, in one piece. Jerking myself back to consciousness, I glanced anxiously for Pat. She was well across the field, streaking straightaway.




  “Pattt!” Once more I squalled, as loud as I could.




  She didn’t heed. It wasn’t so much obstinance as desire . . . the desire to run and hunt, blazing white-hot. Though now it carried the same danger. No more than a hundred yards ahead of her lay the long, ominous ribbon of the highway. It was vacant for the moment, God knows how long.




  I looked for Loretta. The truck was nowhere in sight. Almost in the same instant the radio crackled, the message unintelligible. The saddlebag was bouncing wildly. It took precious moments to get the unit out.




  “Ye-a—h!” I hollered into the transmitter.




  “There’s a truck coming, there’s a truck coming!” Loretta shrieked. “I can’t get there!” I saw our green pickup emerge from behind the screen of trees to the east, flying, and in the same instant, the omen of death arise from the west. It was a six-wheeled hauling van, and it was screaming, its driver oblivious yet to our presence. I could hear the high whine of the spinning tires, the frenzied roar of the engine. The little setter was scorching also, directly for its path, less than fifty yards from the road now.




  “Nooo!” I heard Loretta cry before the radio bounced from my hand. Now there was the blaring drone of a horn. Loretta, approaching but still too distant to intervene, had jammed it to the steering column.




  The mare was giving her absolute all. But it was impossible; I could feel her beginning to labor with fatigue, blowing, pounding. We’d never make the road in time. My heart was blocking my throat. I was hot with fear. I could scarcely breathe. I was pleading, “Please don’t let it end here . . . please . . .”




  I was still fifty yards from the road, yelling madly at the driver of the truck, when all in the same hopeless instant time collided with temerity. Pat reached the highway and shot across in front of the van, jerking its driver violently to consciousness. Two horns blared insanely, six wheels screamed a death chant against the asphalt, and the mare shied wildly sideways, pitching me headlong into the dirt. As, miraculously, the setter veered left in an explosive burst and by inches dodged the sliding front wheels!




  Only her astounding speed and agility had saved her. The instant I recovered, I struggled to my feet, dread clutching my chest so tightly I could barely breathe, expecting surely to see her small body lying bloody and broken on the roadway. But my eyes darted here and there, discovering nothing of her. It was seconds later, with incomprehensible relief, that I finally found her—streaking on—sailing happily across the next field toward the opposite woods line.




  The driver of the van had brought the vehicle to a halt at last, pulling onto the shoulder. Loretta had pulled over as well, to the other side. The driver of the van was offering something to her through his open window. I could not wait to hear. I ran over to the blowing horse, grabbed the reins, clambered up onto her back. Urging her anew with my heels, we crossed the road in a stiff clop, and took in again after Pat.




  “Sorry, Dolly,” I said, but this thing was not yet over.




  Not until thirty minutes and a half mile later at the apron of Bell’s Pond, when finally I snapped the check cord onto the little setter’s collar, getting down on my knees and drawing her up hard against my chest, and thanking the good Lord as humbly as I knew how for sparing her. Then I apologized to the mare—much more comfortably, I was certain, than I would to my wife.




  I learned a valuable lesson that day, and have betrayed it little over the years. To keep a seat on the saddle, a man needed to be a hair less headstrong than his dog.
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     THAT VERY EVENING, I ENTERED PAT AND BEDA IN THEIR FIRST FIELD trial, an amateur puppy stake near Chesterfield, South Carolina. With the breath of Fate so unpredictably at our neck, I would wait no longer.




  Thane I decided to hold out for a time. He was closing fast, but still aways from Cincinnati, a little more erratic in ground pattern than his sisters. It wouldn’t be long. When he got himself uncorked, he was strong as Pat, though not quite as fast, and the equal of either female in looks. He could win, I thought, but we’d give him a spell.




  Part of the decision was financial. It was usually Friday and payday before we had more than a couple of pennies to rub together. Fortunately, then, you could run a puppy for eight bucks. At today’s rates, hardly out the gate, we would have gone bankrupt. So, early on we decided to field the best two dogs each trial, the two that had emerged most impressively from workouts. For the first three events, that was Beda and Pat.




  Looking back, it’s amusing how really green and poor we were to the horseback game. Our entire stake, when nothing was lost or misplaced, summed less than a few hundred dollars. We had scratched up a utilitarian horse trailer, a small two-stall tagalong, open on three sides so the weather could come in, with a dent or two. This, when the standard among the regulars was a roomy, closed-in dog-horse combination that would accommodate a herd of horses and four braces of dogs, with a tack room and maybe even sleeping quarters. But our trailer had both hubcaps, thank you, and on each was emblazoned the name “Gore,” which then was one of the best, and when the wheels turned, the logos would blur and whir round with a sexy purr. Most ironically, it was painted pure stock gold.




  To the trailer, we were able to add a Buena Vista saddle, a blanket pad and a bridle, a grooming and shedding brush, a hay bag, a check cord or two, three roading harnesses, two gallon-size orange juice containers that, when hung from a saddle ring, doubled nicely as water jugs. And for our six-year-old Chevy truck . . . a homemade dog box, a tin camper shell, and a scrap foam mattress for overnighting. Luckily, we already had Dolly, a four-year old chestnut walking horse mare, a gift from my dad. Thrown in for good measure when it was fully loaded—all we had left—were three fearless setter pups and ten gallons of faith.




  But everywhere we went, we found, there was a Samaritan, some kind and caring someone who took us in hand and tried his best to make us welcome and pulled aside some of the blinding that makes horseback pointing-dog stakes so outwardly discouraging. At field trials, as everywhere, there are people, we found, and people come in a mix of assholes and aristocrats. There are always enough of each to go round, and it takes little more than the first half hour to distinguish the two. Doing so has little concern with money or property. There’s a crusty old-timer in overalls in Virginia we came to love who has next to nothing beyond four dogs and a stubborn will, and a former state bureaucrat in chinos we came to despise who has most everything and four dozen dogs. Simply, we discovered, the assholes are the ones who have won a lot and want everybody to know it. The aristocrats are the ones who have won a lot too; it’s just that, unlike the assholes, they have as much class as their dogs. Once you figure this out, and meet the aristocrats halfway, you can shed the pomposity like flushing the commode, concentrate on running your dogs, having a good time, never being embarrassed, and winning when you can.




  His name was Bob Lindler, the Samaritan at that first Chesterfield trial. We pulled onto the grounds about sunup after a three-hour, predawn run from home, a little tired and a lot nervous. There were a host of other rigs scattered round, most bigger than ours, some with tethered horses standing lazily by on three legs, some with folks milling around them, all with a few dogs tied out—some with a lot—mostly English pointers and setters, a Brittany or two, one red setter. I could feel the heat prickle my neck. I steered our homebody truck and trailer around and bashfully off to the side, took a breath, and turned off the engine. When it died, I realized for final we were there and really got scared.




  Watching, and stalling, I sat there a few minutes. Melanie was asleep on the seat between us.




  “They just look like dog folks to me,” my wife, who never knew a stranger in her life, observed lightly. “Can’t be so bad.”




  “Uh-huh, and I’m the one on the board to handle the dogs,” I thought.




  We climbed out and undertook the first task, getting the mare off the trailer, which was a damn sight easier than getting her on, for she was as unaccustomed to hauling as we were to trialing and balked like a mule at loading. In my mind, every eye in the place was on us, seeing us for what we were . . . green as a gourd. Off in the distance, I heard the shrill blast of a whistle, and momentarily a handler singing to a dog. The first brace of the morning was under way. My stomach tightened. Being green was tough on a man’s pride. From the first slap on the behind, no male likes to seem a fool. He’d rather take a lick in the nose. It was bothering me a lot more than Loretta.




  “Shouldn’t we ask somebody something?” she inquired demurely, while everybody on the place watched the horse bang off the trailer and I got her tied.




  Inside, where she couldn’t see, I grimaced, fussing with the knot on the lead.




  “The puppies are supposed to run after the derbies,” I replied, like I knew something. “The derbies must be out now.” I hoped so. At least, that was what the trial chairman had promised by phone the night before.




  She looked skeptical.




  “Why don’t you check the pups?” I suggested.




  She was right, of course; I ought to ask somebody something. But I dreaded like hell doing it. I was too embarrassed to ask much. I didn’t know enough to ask much. And my pulse was bangin’ like a bass drum.




  So I fooled around a bit more and ran a brush over the mare, then went about saddling her and hanging the dog gear aboard.




  “Pat and Thane are fine.” Loretta said, reporting in. “Beda’s car sick, but whinin’, wantin’ out.”




  “How ’bout Mely?” I asked.




  “Sleeping.”




  “We got to get ’em out and lead ’em around some,” I declared. “They’ve been in the box a long time.” That much I did know.




  “Melanie, too?” she smiled.




  The comment loosened me a bit. I smiled back.




  “Well, Beda for now. I’ll get Pat and Thane in a minute.




  “Then Mely.”




  Before she turned, she glanced delicately over the grounds again, a subtle feminine hint. I could delay only so much longer. Discreetly, I checked around. Of the few people about, nobody seemed to be looking any longer. Most were probably out following the trial. I searched for someone minimally threatening, maybe capable of compassion.
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