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  PRAISE FOR FLASH’S SONG

  “FROM THE author of Lauren’s Story: An American Dog in Paris, comes another beautiful tale of the power of love and the healing against all odds. [Flash’s] Song speaks not only to the power of love and the human heart in healing, but also to the connection between humans and animals. This is a beautiful memoir, whose insights into dogs, love, and the intangible connection to all life will keep you turning the pages and lift your heart.”

  —DR. MARTY BECKER, “America’s Veterinarian”

  “THIS IS a very unusual and very beautiful book because it is filled with both heart and wisdom. Reading the story of Flash and Kay is like having a conversation with life. The rewards for the reader are similar to the lessons learned from our painful life experiences. But Kay and Flash’s story make it less painful, while at the same time enriching our lives and making them more meaningful.”

  —BERNIE SIEGEL, MD, author of The Art of Healing and A Book of Miracles

  “IN MY opinion, Kay Pfaltz is brilliant: as an author, as a human being—one who fully understands what it means to love, the deepest, most expansive kind that includes all life. She is an artist of the highest moral and spiritual ranking. Flash’s Song is magnificent, beautifully written from the Heart of Love within all, skillfully presented with a perfect combination of wisdom and humor. This is a book to keep close, return to often, and give to everyone you care about.”

  —RITA M. REYNOLDS, author of Blessing the Bridge and Ask the Cow

  “FLASH’S SONG reminds us that with love and faith, nothing is impossible.”

  —SUSAN WILSON, author of One Good Dog, The Dog Who Danced, and A Man of His Own

  “I HAVE admired Kay’s writing for so many years—what a gift she has for helping us connect to animals and see and feel the beauty and wonder they bring into our lives. Like Lauren’s Story, Flash’s Song is a gem, not to be missed. If you have ever loved an animal, you will feel a kinship with Kay as she so beautifully describes that precious gift of unconditional love that they give us. If you have ever grieved the loss of an animal friend, Kay understands the depth of that loss.”

  —JUDY CARMAN, author of Peace to All Beings: Veggie Soup for the Chicken’s Soul

  “I FOUND that reading Flash’s Song before going to bed was very soothing. This is a beautiful book, profound in its simplicity and love. This is a book that brings great comfort and perhaps the real miracles are within its magical pages.”

  —JUDY NELSON, author of Choices and Love Match

  “THERE ARE few writers in existence who touch my heart more than Kay Pfaltz. . . . This book grabs us from the first page to the last and takes us into a sacred space where there is harmony on earth and poetry in the universe and love, love, love. Read it now!”

  —AMELIA KINKADE, author of Straight from the Horse’s Mouth and The Language of Miracles

  “NONHUMAN ANIMALS (a.k.a. ‘animals’) can teach us numerous lessons about trust, forgiveness, dedication, peace, and love. For many people, dogs play this vital role in character building. And, the same goes for Kay Pfaltz. Flash’ s Song, a deeply inspirational and moving book that covers our complete emotional landscape, shows clearly how a ‘salamander’ wiener dog called Flash taught these and other lessons to Kay. His journey is a heartwarming reminder of just who other animals truly are when we open our hearts to them and allow them to pierce our souls.”

  —MARC BEKOFF, author of The Emotional Lives of Animals and Why Dogs Hump and Bees Get Depressed

  “FLASH’S SONG reminds us of the uniqueness of all beings, and their capacity to touch our hearts.”

  —JONATHAN BALCOMBE, author of The Exultant Ark

  “FLASH’S SONG takes us on Kay Pfaltz’s uplifting journey with a loving and often fearless dachshund. In times that are often cynical or despairing, give yourself a respite. This book will uplift your spirits and broaden your acceptance of what is possible when you open your heart to the love freely given by a small pup in a big world.”

  —ALLEN ANDERSON, author of A Dog Named Leaf

  “FLASH LOVED to sing, and in this book you will hear his song in happy times and sad. You will hear it still once you’ve closed the book.”

  —JERRY STEMNOCK, Doxie Delight
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  To Ted,

  Who loved Flash

  And to the memory of Rebecca Moravec

  and to Chloe, Mosby, Yogi, Tasy, Dream, and Tippy,

  and all those who go on before us,

  becoming bright lights in the dark,

  leading the way for us to follow


  Love is the affinity which links and draws together the elements of the world . . . Love, in fact, is the agent of universal synthesis.

  —PIERRE TEIHARD DE CHARDIN


  PROLOGUE

  THERE WERE THE SOUNDS OF BEING ALIVE: THE BIRDS calling back and forth on a sundrenched day or the buzz of a fly. A chain saw coughing up the still air. After a summer shower there were cars in the distance moving along slick roads to unknown destinations, and their seemingly aimless traffic would get me thinking how none of us has any real knowledge of our destinies. We believe the dreams of childhood, but how many of these come to be? Still, we grow to love our little lives, the intimate clutter of a home, the backyard mud of winter calling to spring, even memories of a relationship that might have been. And that particular era into which we were born stretches before us turning back on itself again and again into timeless space. I’ve heard it said that time doesn’t exist and there are moments when I know this is true . . . a déjà vu, or . . . sometimes when I stand very still on a clear spring day and he comes back to me.

  At night there were the unexplained creaks of the house, or a bare branch scraping against the windowpane. Sometimes just the silence of the dark itself. But the best sound of all was the light sleeping breath of the dogs beside me. For so long a sound I took for granted, until our lives turned upside down.

  Why does it take so long to realize the beauty of what we have, of what we have always had? Why does it so often take death, if even a figurative death of some part of ourselves, to cherish all, great and small alike?

  For me, it took a tiny dog with a giant spirit to awaken me from unconscious slumber. Like many before me, I had walked with cardboard shadows, not realizing that at any time I chose I could cut them loose. I walked through the darkness of fear, unaware that beyond my grief awaited something vaster, yet somehow understanding that going through was my only way out. And while no one escapes the footfalls of fate, there is a depth one reaches only in sorrow. Out of this sorrow we are either crushed, unable to accept life’s ruptures, or awakened into a state of grace.


  CHAPTER 1

  Love

  
    Where there is the greatest love, there are always miracles.

    —WILLA CATHER

  

  THE THING ABOUT MIRACLES IS THAT THEY’RE ALL AROUND us. Just like love. True love and miracles go hand in hand. La Rochefoucauld said that true love is like seeing ghosts: we all talk about it, but few of us have ever seen one. Same thing with miracles. They say Jesus performed them and I guess the people saw, but that was a while ago and I wasn’t around to take notes. Like love, miracles are hard to see, but easy to feel. They come when we’re not expecting them; they come almost like a whisper or a shadow. We never know when because a miracle can befall us when we’re doing laundry or cutting flowers, and because it comes in mundane moments, we miss it . . . until we wake up.

  All miracles are born of love. Yet it seems we need the thorn’s pierce before we can appreciate the scent of the rose. Yin and yang, dark and light, ebb and flow, each moment holds both the sorrow and the joy. And maybe we can only truly taste joy after we’ve drunk our share of sorrow. In my middle years I found my life, time and again, blessed by miracles. But this period of grace did not arrive without first summoning those disruptive forces—bearers of pain—which serve to awaken each of us. Sometimes they have to conk us over the head to get our attention, because while most people will tell you they want spiritual enlightenment, when fear and pain come knocking, those same people are on the first boat to Jamaica to drink rum drinks with little umbrellas in them and dig holes in the sand to stick their heads in. Or so it was with me. Which only means I was prime to get conked.

  As with much of my life, it began with a dog. A long shiny piece of black licorice named Flash.
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  Flash was a gift, a gift born of love. Well, love and a pinch of dysfunction. It was my sister, Amy, who gave me my first dog, Lauren. Lauren had been a skin-and-bones starving beagle who turned up in severe need of medical treatment under Amy’s front porch. Although plagued by illness her entire life, Lauren became the great love of my life, living in Paris with me and dining out in many a French restaurant. Because of this great gift, I felt I would remain forever indebted to Amy and at some point I decided that remaining in debt to one’s older sister could have its disadvantages. And yet it would again be Amy who gave me Flash, this time paying a friend to fly out to Arizona, where she then lived, to carry Flash back to me in Virginia.

  Amy lay awake night after sleepless night afraid of the grief I’d endure when Lauren died, quite convinced I would try any number of methods (turn on the oven and open the door, swallow a bottle of pills, jump out the window, fill in the blank, she had a whole list) to follow Lauren to wherever she went. Our arguments took on a similar flavor.

  “I don’t want another dog,” I’d say each time.

  “Think of the silver lining,” she’d insist.

  “The what?”

  “The silver lining.”

  I’d look around my house and see stinkbugs bombing about, but no silver lining. “I don’t see it.”

  “The silver lining is that the dark part of the cloud—the grief and need that causes you to reach out and welcome another dog—”

  “But that’s just it, I’m not reaching out.”

  “. . . is also what in time will be a balm to your soul in years to come,” she’d continue, completely dismissing any opinion I might offer. “That little shimmering edge around the darkness will grow. There’s always a silver lining behind the pain. And then there’s also the fact that you’ve rescued another animal in need.”

  On a beautiful morning in May I had held Lauren in my arms as she died. But that’s a different story.

  The silver lining was the beauty behind the pain, and this new dog, according to Amy, was to symbolize for me the silver lining behind much of life. Amy’s silver lining lecture got so predictable it would follow just about anything I could think to say, regardless of content.

  “I don’t ever want another dog.”

  “But think of the silver lining.”

  “I think I’ll develop a pathological obsession with chocolate-covered hazelnuts,” and without missing a beat, she’d say, “Think of the silver lining.” She kept up in this fashion, until one day, finding me acquiescing in a moment of weakness, she grabbed the first dog she found, literally dumped from a car, and sent me the small black emissary of healing. My silver lining.

  I always felt this one example exemplified my sister’s love for me, to say nothing of her faith in my coping skills.

  It was October 27. I remember it well. Amy said her friend Scotty would meet me in the parking lot in front of Barnes & Noble and there she would hand over Flash. I drove up in my old pickup truck and saw Scotty holding a smooth-haired miniature black dachshund on her lap. From a distance I remember thinking he resembled a large salamander. He looked a little slippery, and he looked a little crooked. Scotty and I said hello and she nodded her head down to the placid salamander. “This is Flash. Amy said he’s to become your silver lining, whatever that’s supposed to mean.” But before I could respond, more words rushed from her mouth. “I’m really worried. He won’t look up at me anymore. I think something’s wrong. Or worse, he’s mad at me and I can’t go through life with someone holding a vendetta against me. Even if it is a dachshund.”

  “He doesn’t really look the type,” I said, trying to reassure her, but she didn’t seem convinced.

  “I don’t know. First he bonded with Amy, followed her around the house and everywhere. Then I take him away from her after he’s already been dumped by his original family for who knows what stupid reason. Too expensive to feed probably.”

  “He’s pretty small,” I said, taking in his smooth body, which couldn’t have been much more than twelve or fourteen inches long. “Can’t really see him eating through bags of dog food.”

  “No, no it happens. Dog chews up a chair leg. Let’s dump him. Vet bills too expensive. Give him away! Bites the neighbor. Euthanize him!” She was on a roll. “It happens all the time,” she said. I nodded then. She was right; it happened. “Now he’s bonded with me. All that love and togetherness on the plane and, poor little runt, I have to give him up.” It sounded like a mail-order husband from Russia or something that hadn’t worked out.

  “Maybe he’s just sad or confused,” I said.

  “Oh, God. No wonder he won’t look up at me. He must think he made some humongous mistakes along the way.”

  “Flash,” I said softly, addressing him this time.

  “Flash boy, you haven’t done anything wrong. Please don’t be mad at me. I was only trying to help.”

  “I think he knows that,” I said, trying to put Scotty’s mind at ease. “They understand our intentions.”

  “Please don’t be mad,” she said again to Flash.

  “He’s sensitive, isn’t he?” I asked, eyeing the small dog on her lap, who kept taking surreptitious peeps at me without, it seemed, wanting me to notice.

  “Yes. He was so good on the plane. Well, he was drugged. He may be a little groggy for a while. Maybe that’s it!” She seemed at once greatly relieved by Flash’s drug-induced state.

  “You won’t be passed around anymore,” I said to Flash. Then to Scotty, “Thank you so much.”

  “Nothing to thank me for. Amy sent me a ticket. I got a mini vacation and a chance to see your sister. You know, I don’t think too many sisters would do that for each other,” she said. Then with some reluctance I thought, she passed Flash over to me.

  I held him in my arms for the first time and he looked up.

  “Take good care of him.”

  “I will,” I answered.

  “I have faith. I have faith that you will.”

  Faith. What did it mean? Could I share her same faith? Here I was taking over the care of an animal I knew nothing about, committing to take care of him for the rest of his life.

  “Please don’t be mad!” Scotty called after us as I started to walk away. “She’ll take good care of you.”

  “Thanks so much,” I said again and, carrying Flash, I walked back to my truck. Once in the cab, I set Flash on the seat beside me and really looked at him. That first real look at his face is laced into my soul. With his squinty, sedated eyes he stared up at me with partially pricked ears and tipped his head to one side. It was a curious look, a questioning look, and a slightly worried look. But there was also the beginning of trust, perhaps the trust all animals must give to the humans who assume the role of guardian throughout their lives.

  “It’s okay, Flash,” I said softly. “This will be your last home.”

  He looked at me and I sensed he seemed to be waiting for more. Maybe Scotty’s neurosis had gotten to me. “I promise you I’ll take good care of you forever. No matter what,” I said, and I could feel Scotty somewhere heaving a sigh of relief. I wasn’t so sure about Flash.

  We drove off together in this fashion, me talking quietly to him, reaching my hand over to stroke his shiny back, and him cocking his head with its dazed expression to regard this latest person to take up command in his dachshund life.

  Before taking Flash to his new home, however, I pulled up to the wine, bread, and cheese shop that I had created ten years earlier after returning to Virginia from Paris and finding no decent wine, bread, cheese, or chocolate. I stocked it with those items and named it Basic Necessities, hoping people wouldn’t stop in seeking toothpaste or toilet paper. Eventually it morphed into a café and as it grew I took in partners to share the responsibility and expenses so that now I only worked part-time to supplement my writing. My current partners, Bev and Keith, lived on an organic farm one mile from the little shop. It was a marriage made in heaven, and I felt blessed to have them. We could offer organic produce more than half the year, and I felt the pride of telling diners not only that their veggies were local and organic, but that they were picked a mere hour or so ago from a farm down the road. We hired a wonderful chef, Sallie Justice, who understood our philosophy, and again I felt grateful for she brought elegance and professionalism into our small kitchen.

  I carried Flash in my arms. But before I reached the door to show him off, Marie, who’d been working off and on for ten years, came rushing out to greet us.

  “Oh my God! Look at the wiener dog!”

  I turned and looked behind me, not comprehending right away.

  “You and the wiener dog look just alike!”

  Flash had a beautiful black face with two brown spots above his eyes which I called his umlaut, after the Germanic dots that sometimes appear above a vowel. The umlaut gave definition to his dark face, helping me easily read his expressions and understand his wants and needs. Perhaps it was our similar dark coloring that inspired Marie’s remark, but I have to assume that, apart from this, the wiener dog and I did not look just alike, for Flash had the biggest overbite of any dog I had ever seen, his upper jaw and nose extending out well over an inch beyond his short lower jaw. In this respect, neither did he resemble other dachshunds. His profile was funny with its comic flaws, more like a bucked-tooth caricature of a dachshund than a real dachshund. At least until it became a face known to me. Then it was a face—perhaps for its very flaws—that I could only ever love.

  “Meet Flash,” I said as I walked into the shop. “The latest addition to my family.”

  The staff all came out to see him, and as Mae, Marian, Marie, Sarah, and Hayley all reached hands down simultaneously to touch Flash, I saw that he didn’t shrink away from the strange hands but observed each person. Perhaps he was sizing everyone up. The afternoon light came in through the shop’s front window, and I saw a funny shadow against the wall: Flash and me, merged into one entity.

  Just then, Rosie, one of our best customers, walked over and I gave introductions again, and soon we were all talking at once, exclaiming over Flash.

  “The love the animals give us is like none other,” Rosie said, stroking Flash’s back. I looked at her and thought, yes, how true. “Do you ever wonder what lies ahead for you and him? Taking him in, how he’ll change your life. . . .”

  “What journeys you’ll travel together, because of each other,” Mae said.

  I nodded, feeling an odd current travel up my spine. “I don’t know him now, but I know I’ll come to love him.”

  “I guess we find love where we can,” Rosie said. “And love finds us when it’s right.”


  CHAPTER 2

  Welcome, Flash

  
    No trumpets sound when the important decisions of our life are made. Destiny is made silently.

    —AGNES DE MILLE

  

  ONCE HOME, FLASH SEEMED TO FIT IN ALMOST INSTANTLY. My brother, Ted, joked that he would since anything was preferable to the crack house he’d come from. Ted surmised that Flash was the result of a drug deal gone bad. Maybe, but all we really knew was that a car had pulled over to the side of the road, and a small dog dumped out.

  How lives turn on tiny events that at the time are no more than the fabric of that hour or moment. What might have become of this tiny dog had Amy not been in the car behind? Would he have become easy fodder for predators? Would he have starved to death or died of dehydration in the harsh Arizona desert? For a while these thoughts became a preoccupation of mine, my heart constricting as I thought of the multitude of different possibilities, of a tiny, smooth-coated dachshund navigating the landscape—cacti quills and coyotes—all on his own.

  “I mean what if it hadn’t been you?” I sort of half-whimpered to Amy.

  “Kay,” my sister said patiently. “What if Caesar hadn’t crossed the Rubicon, or what if George Washington hadn’t crossed the Delaware?”

  “What?”

  “They did. That’s the point.”

  “We’d be drinking tea and speaking with English accents?” I offered, a little late.

  Amy sighed like I was the biggest moron ever to rewrite history.

  “Maybe it’s the accident of fate.” I’d read it somewhere.

  “Fate is no accident,” Amy answered. “Any more than courage is or generosity or kindness. The point is that you wouldn’t be worrying about him because you wouldn’t know him. And whether fate is already written or not doesn’t matter. We work with what is . . . and accept what is.”

  I pondered this and realized that at some point after receiving the gift of Flash, it would perhaps serve me to let go of trying to understand; to accept the fact that no human will ever completely understand another, not a husband his wife, not a lover his beloved, not even a sibling his genetic analogue. Perhaps that’s why we invent multiple gods who are capable of understanding, and perhaps the true partner is this god or goddess, the being with whom we will forever seek union, for isn’t all love the search for oneness with something greater than ourselves?

  When I said this to Amy, she answered back in one of her less sarcastic responses that yes, this was true but yet, paradoxically, the love we seek resides within us all, not outside of us. If we can but tap into it, if only for seconds at a time, we shift the paradigm. But I’m getting ahead of my story.

  The neighborhood where Flash was dumped was one of those less-than-savory ones in Tucson known for harboring crack houses (“and odd, somewhat rubbery, conformationally incorrect, backyard-breeder, tiny dachshunds,” Ted had said)—probably not the sort of neighborhood in which you’d want to raise your toddler.

  Here in the gentle mountains of central Virginia, patrolling the yard for voles and moles, Flash must have felt he’d won the doggie lotto. He had a dog-door and could come and go from the house freely into his fenced backyard. There were flowering shrubs, fruit trees, and an old apple crate, one of the large ones that, upside-down, served as a table of sorts. There were flowers and birds who I fed all year round. When my old bird feeder fell apart I’d begun construction on a new one, but all that stood was a large cross with one feeder hanging from it, and bells that I bought for each of the dogs. I hoped the neighbors didn’t think I was trying to convert the birds to Christianity.

  In later years there would be my Writing Room at the end of the yard, bordered by flower gardens. And there was a little pine tree I’d planted in the spot where Lauren had taken her last steps. I’d named the tree Lauren and will avoid mentioning Amy’s comments on this particular topic. Flash loved that little tree. He would hunt for hours, rooting around the yard, then flop down, panting hard beneath Lauren. Other times he would roll on his back in the grass in joy. Sometimes he’d race in to where I sat working to tell me about his day.

  The first time this happened, I was writing at my desk. Muted gold light, liquid light filled the room, and I was warm from its touch. My mind was filled not so much with finished outcomes as with anticipations and infinite possibilities. Into this still scene ran Flash, leaping up onto the loveseat right beside me and shoving his long, dark, and crooked snout against my arm, distorting the words I was writing with pen and ink. In the early days, before I had the separate building for my Writing Room, my office doubled as my writing studio and it was pretty cramped, the loveseat where he stood nearly touching my desk.

  He pushed my arm again.

  “Almost finished. Just wait a sec.”

  He pushed a third time.

  “Quit it,” I said, concentrating on one last line without looking at him.

  Then I stopped. There I was wishing to write about life when life was sitting right beside me, asking to be seen. I took my hands from the paper and turned to Flash. He cocked his head to the side. He was panting lightly, his mouth open showing the discrepancy between his upper and lower jaws. He smiled at me with his tongue lolling partially out of his mouth and his tail brushing back and forth on the loveseat. It was long and thin like a black whip, with a crooked end. In that way Flash was symmetrical. Crooked snout, crooked tail. The slanted afternoon light came in through the window behind and gave him a silvered glow. His dark eyes bored into my own.

  “Alright. Tell me all about it,” I said and he hunched up his back and dug his front feet into the loveseat cushion. I watched his body, a shiny black shoe, wiggle wildly, side to side. “Picture a muskrat humping along through the reeds,” was how Ted once described Flash, and he wasn’t far off the mark. I stared back into Flash’s dark-complected face.

  “So what do you think about life?

  He made a little grrring sound and kept digging up the loveseat.

  “Flash, you have a forever home now.”

  "Waarip, rep, rep. Awwwooooooo,” he replied in his soprano voice, and I felt the emotion go from my heart to his and back again.

  Sometimes we played “chase” in the house, with me always chasing him, never the other way around. I slunk slowly, stealthily across the room on all fours as he peeked out from behind an armchair. As long as I was moving, he was okay, grrring at me with pricked ears and alert body, ready to flee the predator if the predator got too close. If I stopped, however, and remained still, he became nervous and soon began to bark. It was then that I’d leap forward, chasing after him, and this was the part he loved. Around and around he raced, circling the woodstove in our small house, skidding across rugs and floors as he did. When tired, we collapsed together in one pile, and I’d stroke his heaving sides as his tail flumped the ground a few satisfied times.

  Whenever I stretched or did yoga on the floor, he’d stand over me, shoving his snout into my face or hand to be rubbed. I didn’t need much of an excuse to stop my exercises. He looked funny from my supine position, but I knew what he was saying to me. He loved having me down on his level.

  Before dinnertime, Flash would become especially excited and race to the corner by the woodstove where I kept a basket full of toys. There he’d snatch one out and dash to the middle of the room where he’d shake the toy (I think he liked to believe he was helping the dinner preparation by snapping the neck of a chicken) while his ears smacked against the side of his head, and that funny flapping noise was a sound I came to love.

  When Flash ate, his heels turned in nearly touching each other, and his bad conformation was particularly noticeable. “Cow hocks” is the phrase used to describe this condition in horses. I don’t know if there’s a similar term for malformed dachshunds. At night I called to him to go out even though he had the doggie-door. He would always turn and sniff the spot where he had raised his leg. He was proud of his pee, prouder still of his penis. I liked to listen for the soft flap of the dog-door and the patter of feet as I sat at my desk or stood brushing my teeth before bed, the sound getting closer and closer as he came to find me. Then I’d tuck him into the bed and he would sleep curled on his side. I’d stroke him and sing him his own special song: “He’s so fine, he’s so fine, and I’m so glad that he’s all mine.” I’d put my mouth to his eyes and kiss him. If I woke in the night, I’d watch him sleep. His nose was so long, I often saw the very end of it pushed up against my pillow and twisted to the side.

  It was while I was in Paris that Ted taught Flash how to sing. I never knew exactly how he did this, although for his part, I think a bottle of wine was involved. All I know is what he told me. He began by stating the word “sing” whenever Flash became particularly shrill and insistent on something outside. He used repetition and consistency until Flash, not stupid, put two and two together, eager in his desire to perform a job and please.

  Perhaps in search of praise, perhaps because he enjoyed it, Flash began to sing at any opportunity. Yet at first Ted and I had to get him started by Oooohhhhhhing and Whoooooooooing, although always ever careful not to be overly conspicuous (an oxymoron, no doubt) lest we be taken away by the men in white coats and put in rubber rooms. Within seconds, Flash would begin a chorus of his own—a sort of let-me-show-you-how-it’s-done rendition.

  After a while all we had to do was say, “Sing, Flash,” and he would fling his head back, his uneven mouth now an instrument for a melodic tune of his own devising. Ted and I reinforced Flash’s natural propensity to sing with applause after each song, and I think he could feel our hearts smiling as he sang.

  I’d be at my desk working when Flash would fly in to tell me of his adventures. I’d say in a serious tone, “Flash, I don’t suppose you want to sing . . .” And with that cue, he would fill the small room with a melodious “Whoooooohhhhhh.” As time went by I needed only to say, “I don’t suppose . . .” and he knew the rest, belting out choruses like he was auditioning for American Idol. Afterward I always said to him the same words: “Thank you, Flash. Thank you for that beautiful song.”

  And so our life had begun . . . one day turning into a week, a week turning into a month . . . then a year, invincible time against which I would later try so hard to fight.


  CHAPTER 3

  The Work Day

  
    The most satisfying thing in life is to have been able to give a large part of one’s self to others.

    —PIERRE TEILHARD DE CHARDIN

  

  DOGS THRIVE WHEN GIVEN JOBS. A GERMAN SHEPHERD might have the job of guarding the house, for instance. Or a Chihuahua . . . our world is fraught with discrimination. A dachshund is a fine house guard, but an even finer mouse patroller. Therefore, Flash quickly took up this line of work without my suggesting it. Dachshunds were bred to hunt badgers, but in the absence of badgers in our home, Flash fixated on every ambulatory rodent who took up residence within our walls. Yet because I respect all beings, I did not so much want him to catch the mice as give them such a good chase. I thought they’d look for a nicer landlady. I had no idea how many mice there were until Flash came along. He’d sit and stare at one particular hole in the knotty wood paneling, tilting his head when he heard some sound I didn’t hear. When he heard the noise or picked up a rodent vibration, he began to dig, dig, dig on the floor. These determined digs seemed futile to me—or perhaps poignantly valiant—for our floor was made of terra-cotta tile. But I never said a word.

  Out in the yard, as well as rooting around for voles and moles, he loved to chase birds and butterflies and, because I saw he had little chance of catching them, I did not discourage him. I learned to tell his “butterfly bark” from his “bird bark,” which was more high-pitched and shrill.

  The first time I saw him do this, he was waiting under a Rose of Sharon bush, believing that in his shrubbery camouflage he was invisible. When an unsuspecting finch floated by, he charged the quarry, leaping in the air and yipping as he did, which only served to send the alarm out to all the other birds to fly away. I never corrected his hunting tactics; if he hadn’t inadvertently warned the birds, I would have.

  The first spring after I adopted Flash, I planted a small cherry tree for him, happy with the thought of blossoms in March and sweet fruit in June. It was a Napoleon cherry, which I found appropriate for one of small size but such colossal spirit.

  Flash fit into my life, and what’s more, Flash was portable. I held him in the crook of my left arm and stroked his tummy with my right hand, while his narrow, dainty hind feet crossed, one over the other, and his flat front paws, so good at digging, hung limp. He’d never admit to it but he loved being held like that. He did, however, admit to a real dislike of being left home alone. He followed me around the house when I was getting ready to go out and as I slipped out the front door, looking back at him, I easily understood the look in his eyes: a mixture of entreaty and fear. Perhaps he thought he was being abandoned again.

  Margaret Mead said, “One of the oldest human needs is having someone wonder where you are when you don’t come home at night.” It was great for my ego to have the major welcoming committee when I returned home—Flash flying around the house and wiggling like some kind of large, high-energy, designer lizard—but I couldn’t forget his worried face, and it was that look in his eyes that was largely responsible for my decision to take him with me whenever possible.

  Weighing in at ten to twelve pounds depending on how many rodents he’d found that day, Flash could be carried anywhere, and this included my sneaking him into restaurants where dogs were forbidden or onto airplanes and trains. Flash sat beside me in restaurants, just as Lauren once had in Paris, albeit hidden away in the mesh travel bag I had once used for her.

  The first time we snuck into a restaurant in the US I left him in the bag and slipped him scraps of food from my plate. But the second time, even though the bag was vented, I sensed he was getting stuffy. Halfway through the meal, I unzipped the bag and out popped his small, black, pointed head. His lip was puffed up, his ears flattened back. He resembled a pterodactyl.
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