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This book is dedicated to Cheryl Welch, VMD, and Bunny Boy who have no doubt been reunited on the other side of the Rainbow Bridge. They both left huge footprints to fill during their time here on earth. The relationship we formed, based on love, determination, and unwavering trust, is one I will cherish forever.

Cheryl’s love for animals and all those who surrounded her radiated in her being. Her knowledge of veterinary medicine and innate ability to know her animal patients was remarkable. Bunny Boy and I owed her our deepest gratitude for helping to give him the long, full life that he had.

Bunny Boy taught me that unconditional love heals. He was a breath of fresh air that blew into my life, unknowingly, changing our family forever. Our indelible bond grew in sickness and in health. He was, in the end, my role model for how to conduct oneself with dignity—even when life throws you one difficult or humiliating curveball after another. He was my friend, my third child, my Bunny Boy.


This memoir is a work constructed from memory. It reflects the author’s present recollections of experiences over time. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.


Foreword

The first thing I learned about rabbit medicine after graduating vet school is that rabbits are born victims. They are nervous, skittish, defenseless creatures whose only hope is outrunning whatever is pursuing them. They evolved upon this planet as the perfect food source for most predators. They are difficult to treat medically as they often succumb to their fears and to pain. Anesthesia is riskier in rabbits than in other mammals. Frankly, they give up easier than most mammals. Not Bunny Boy.

Bunny Boy had the heart of a lion. He was anything but skittish. He was loved, and he loved back. He overcame medical problems that most rabbits die from within a year of the onset of their illness. He fought back regally and endured countless procedures. He had survived surgeries, medications, MRIs, CT scans, and two episodes of cardiac arrest. He was a rabbit unto his own. We warned his people time and time again that eventually the chronic infections would take their toll, told them countless times that he may not survive one more procedure. We tried to prepare them for the inevitable. Well, the inevitable did not come for eight years.

Bunny Boy was one of a kind. He cooperated when we needed him to. He allowed us to clean and dress his wounds. He allowed Nancy to hand-feed him when his teeth needed to be extracted due to chronic infections in his jaw. He was a kind, gentle soul who brought hope and happiness to all he touched. He surprised us and made us smile. He fought back when he shouldn’t have had the strength. He had an impact on every person in the animal hospital. He has given us reason to believe that other rabbits can live with similar ailments. He has given us inspiration.

We all loved him and he will be missed.

—Cheryl Welch, VMD
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Introduction

When I was eight years old, my parents finally agreed to get us a dog. My little brother Tommy, who had been very sick from birth, had just received a clean bill of health. I think it was our parents’ way of letting us know that the coast was clear that life could, at last, go on as normal.

I was four years old when Tommy, the youngest of five children in our Irish Catholic family, was born. The celebration began before Tommy even took his first breath. While our mother was in the hospital for three days, my father split his time between the hospital and our home, pulling out all the stops when it came to organizing festivities for the occasion. We dined on spam and cheese on a hard roll, drank Yoo-hoo, raised hell, and stayed up all night. Mom was a registered nurse who insisted on healthy meals and reasonable bed times, so the temporary free-for-all was like Christmas and New Year’s and our birthdays all rolled up into one.

From the moment Tommy came home, with his jet-black hair tied with a yellow ribbon, we adored him. However, within months it became obvious that Tommy was not thriving the way he should have. By the time his first birthday came around, he had been rushed to the hospital by ambulance several times with serious breathing issues and convulsions. Before long, our baby brother was diagnosed with cystic fibrosis. The prognosis was poor, and the celebrations around our house ceased abruptly. Our newfound joy was replaced by a kind of anxious anticipation, dread of what was around the next hairpin turn on the roller coaster of our lives.

Months passed. Seasons came and went. Mom looked thin and worn out. Dad didn’t smile quite as often. We took turns trying to keep Tommy comfortable and entertained. When he needed oxygen, we sat quietly with him, watching television or reading him a book. Tommy rarely complained when he couldn’t come outside with us to play. His spirit was remarkable.

Then, one day, like an unexpected gift from above, things flip-flopped. After years of the same discouraging news, we got a reprieve. Newer, more comprehensive tests determined that my little brother did not have cystic fibrosis at all but rather acute asthma. Within months of proper treatment, Tommy began to flourish like any other four-year-old. Finally, he could come outside and play with the rest of us. I believe it was then that my parents decided the time was right to adopt the family’s first pet. We could pick up where we had left off. It was the celebration of Tommy’s rebirth.

We weren’t a family with much disposable income. Raising five children on a nurse’s and a machine foreman’s salaries meant we had to watch every penny. So, we weren’t exactly in the market for a pedigree pup. We needed a charity case, a lost pup who needed us as badly as we needed her. As luck would have it, a neighborhood family had just announced at Sunday mass that their dog, which was of no distinct lineage, had just given birth to five puppies. Fortune, it seemed, after years of scowling, had smiled upon us a second time in a week.

Our family meeting after church was nothing short of a summit of great minds and varied opinions on how to pick the perfect pup in the litter. We all had our various screening criteria, but our carefully calculated calibration theories went out the window the moment the puppies charged us, swarming across the plush green lawn like honeybees in search of the sweetest flower. The game was on. The score was even. There were five of them and five of us. One adorable puppy for each. But which one would we take home? It was impossible to choose.

Finally, the runt of the litter flopped down at my feet and looked up at me with loving, mournful eyes. She had silky blond fur, a black snout, and a tail that curled up like a donut. I loved her instantly.

“I think we should call her Flop,” I said, knowing we had found our puppy. And somehow, the puppy knew it too. Flop looked up at me, as if to say, Enough inspecting; I’m perfect. You know it as well as I do, so take me home already! We all looked at each other; everyone else knew, too. Flop was our dog. No voting required. My oldest brother, Mike, carried Flop home in a large box. We laughed at how quickly we had picked the puppy’s name, realizing we had deprived ourselves of a moment of family bickering at its finest. Our family had a brand-new member.

Having a puppy around the house was like extra gravy on your mashed potatoes. I was crazy about Flop, and I wasn’t alone. We all loved her, and soon so did the whole neighborhood. Flop had a calm, nurturing temperament that fit in perfectly with our raucous group of seven. It was as if she had been custom created just for us. Flop would curl up in my armpit and rest her nose on my cheek, as my heart melted. She loved to ride in the car on family trips, tear around the little league field while my father coached, or follow me around on my bike. She memorized my brothers’ paper routes, striking up friendships with anyone along the way, including the mayor. Our less-than-pedigree pup had become the town mascot.

Flop conquered us all with her instinctual understanding of what each of us needed at any given moment, and she always, without fail, delivered in full. When Flop was three years old, my father had his first massive heart attack. True to form, Flop sensed how much he needed her. During his long days home from work as he recovered, she never left his side. My dad and his faithful companion would walk to the mailbox together and then around the neighborhood. She would bring him the mail or just cozy up next to him on the sofa while he watched All in the Family or the news. Flop understood that what my dad needed most was somebody to keep him company.

One terrible summer afternoon, while she was delivering newspapers with my brothers, a truck hit Flop, killing her instantly. I felt like I had lost a part of my heart. I had loved her with my soul. I was afraid I would never stop crying. For weeks, my brothers barely spoke. Dad couldn’t open the mail without tearing up. Mom left Flop’s food and water bowl where they had always been for over a month. My sister, Carol, and I picked fresh flowers from our yard weekly and placed them on her small grave until the first frost set in. The mayor of our town was so upset at Flop’s passing that he offered to buy us a new dog when we were ready. We were inconsolable.

During the nine years we were lucky enough to have Flop, she had become a beloved member of our family, as well as a member of just about every family in town. She taught me and everyone she came into contact with some of the most important lessons in life: that sometimes the unluckiest breaks in the world can turn out to be the luckiest, that the healing power of unconditional love is infinite, and that the simple act of being together and caring for each other through good times and bad are some of the universe’s very best medicines.

From the day we lost Flop, I dreamed of her often and wondered if I would ever have another animal in my life whom I would love and who would love me as much. In true flip-flop fashion, it would take another streak of really bad luck to find out the answer to that question.

This is the story of our beloved family rabbit, Bunny Boy, who suffered more indignities than any rabbit ought to have (including spending the first part of his life saddled with the name Fluffett), but whose bravery and joie de vivre taught us more than a thing or two about how to live life to its fullest.


Chapter 1

We weren’t old but we weren’t young; we weren’t rich but we weren’t poor. We hadn’t realized all of our dreams, but we’d seen more than a few come true and a few others dashed. We had come pretty far, but we still had some way to go. We were, in fact, right smack dab in the middle.

It was January 2001. My oldest child, Julie, was starting middle school, ready to jump into adolescence with both feet. Our accident-prone youngest, Chris, was about to make his first communion and had gone almost a whole year without needing stitches somewhere on his body—a new record. Ward, my husband, was in the middle of a merger that would quadruple the scale of his law practice. And I, at forty years of age, was in the middle of a remission from a mixed connective tissue disease and fibromyalgia, a remission long enough to let me hope that maybe it would last forever. Somehow, the Laracys had reached a place where life had come into perfect balance. And so, of course, I had to rock the boat.

It started with a simple conversation, as complicated things often do. It was a discussion my husband and I were both familiar with. We’d had it successfully twice before, so I saw no reason why anything should go differently this time. We had somewhat agreed from the start that we would have four kids. And while it was true that my illness had put things on hold, I was better now and didn’t see why we shouldn’t pick up right where we left off.

“Ward,” I said, sitting down next to him by a roaring fire after the kids had finally gone to bed, “I want another baby, honey.” Ward made a feeble attempt not to look shocked but failed miserably.

“Do you think that’s wise with your health?” Ward’s tone told me that this was purely a rhetorical question; to him, I must have been out of my mind to suggest such a thing after what I’d been through.

“I feel strong now,” I said confidently, but Ward wasn’t buying it.

“Nance, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said. I was startled at the resolution in his voice. He meant business. I suddenly felt my jaw set in the way it does when the iron will I inherited from my Irish mother starts to make itself known.

“Ward, you can’t just tell me no more babies. That would be like me saying to you that you can’t practice law any more. I’m a mom. I’m a nurturer. This is what I love to do. You can’t just say no like that.”

“No, Nancy. We have enough on our plate.” Ward was sympathetic but firm. “It’s just too much, for all of us. Let’s enjoy what we have.”

And that’s when I started to get mad.

Of course, I knew Ward was probably right. I had been in remission for a while, but there was no guarantee that it would last. My life was a roller coaster—it always had been, a series of unexpected twists and plunges since I was young. I could never be completely sure what was around the next bend.

When I was twenty-two, my dad died suddenly of a heart attack on his fifty-eighth birthday. Nothing could have prepared me for the sudden and profound loss of my father. Life seemed to crumble in front of me. My unwavering faith encountered a bump in the road. My emotions fluctuated from shock to grief to anger, and back to shock. The tears gushed like a mountain stream after a winter thaw, raging their way from the peak to the valley below, and I began to reach out to God in a way I never had before, in order to deal with the strength of the current. While I had shared with Dad a piece of his birthday cake earlier that fateful evening, I was not with him when he died.

A week after he left us, Dad appeared to me while I was sitting at my desk in my bedroom. He and two white angels slowly glided toward me like fog coming over the mountain. I recall my body freezing, and I felt damp and cold.

He spoke to me softly. “Everything is going to be okay. I am fine now.”

How could Dad possibly think everything was going to be fine? I had lost my rock. I wanted to speak to him, but no words came to my shivering lips. My father’s blue eyes seemed brighter than I remembered. They were filled with joy—not the sorrow or fear I had seen so many times when he was in the hospital with his first heart attacks. Suddenly, warmth swept through me as my father lightly placed his arms around my shoulders. I felt as if I had been wrapped in a large cape made of cotton candy. It was a miraculous, spiritual moment I will never forget, a pivotal point in my life. It was then that I established my own adult relationship with God.

The months and years that followed my father’s death were bittersweet. I missed his stability and good advice, but most of all his love. I moved forward with my studies, later meeting the challenges of an exciting career in executive recruiting. I met my first love, Ward; and when he finished law school, we married. Walking down the aisle on my brother Tommy’s arm to meet my future husband, I glanced up toward the stained glass windows in the church I considered my home and felt my father’s presence, watching over me from above.

More years than I would like to admit sped by, and suddenly I found myself as a stay-at-home mother with a beautiful child. During the third trimester of my fourth pregnancy (I had had two back-to-back miscarriages), we sold our first home, a sixties-style lake house forty minutes outside of New York City, and bought a larger house with oodles of character in an affluent neighborhood in northern New Jersey. I gave birth to our second bundle of joy by Caesarean section. With a six-week-old baby in one arm and a three-year-old toddler in the other, I packed endless boxes and moved into our Georgian side-door colonial. The years that followed were a blur.

Then, while I was hurtling through life full throttle, harsh reality stopped me dead in my tracks. A virus—parvovirus B19—struck when I was thirty-seven years old and wreaked havoc on my body for over a year, specifically my immune system, weakening it and causing a “glitch” in its normal operations. I developed a connective tissue disease—and then fibromyalgia about a year later. There was no cure for either disease. My connective tissue disease essentially meant that my body had not yet decided what I had—lupus or rheumatoid arthritis. Fibromyalgia, once thought to be rheumatism of the muscles, at least when I was first diagnosed, is now thought to be a disease of the central nervous system where the nerves in your body misfire. It is believed to be caused by a chronic infection, like the one I had, or a physical injury, emotional trauma, or chronic stress. In my case, parvovirus B19 was the etiological agent for my fibromyalgia.

In a strange way, I felt grateful that I never had to live with the stigma often associated with fibromyalgia. In my case, I fell sick so acutely and quickly from parvovirus B19 that, within a week of contracting the virus, I went from managing two children and a household to being nearly crippled with arthritis in all my joints and plagued with high fevers. In contrast to my very visible pain, most fibromyalgia patients typically develop pain slowly over the years from emotional stress or multiple traumas. As a result, they often find themselves having to answer to other people’s skepticism about their pain—is it all real? Sadly, you cannot always see the pain associated with fibromyalgia, save for extreme cases where patients finds themselves bedridden. Patients often hear the words, “But you look fine,” despite the agony they may feel. The invisible nature of fibromyalgia can be emotionally devastating.

My life, and my family’s, was turned upside down. The next few years were spent enduring one medical treatment after another. Whether mainstream or holistic, whatever I thought might possibly help, I tried. My extended Buchalski family helped out with household chores, food shopping, and meal preparation while I reserved what little energy I had for my two children and husband, the primary reasons why I woke up most mornings with the will to continue.

There were many times, however, when I wanted to give up. The pain ravaged my entire body. In the early years, there were times when I could barely touch the skin on my chest and extremities due to the burning and extreme sensitivity. The fatigue was crushing—like someone had unplugged my energy source. I reached for my faith once again to guide me through the difficult days, fully expecting to wake up from the nightmare. But it seemed like I never would. With time, the dream simply faded into the distance, tucked in the back of my mind, reminding me of my limits.

After what felt like an eternity, I began to experience periods of relative wellness followed by periodic setbacks. I continued to raise my children under difficult circumstances, letting the nonessential things slip by. I knew the delivery people from the pharmacy, supermarket, and takeout restaurants by their first names. Sunday mass, family gatherings, holiday events, and birthday parties got top priority. Most fibromyalgia patients keep fighting to maintain some sense of normalcy in their lives by hiding their pain and pushing through it—and that was exactly what I did. Meanwhile, I focused intensely on regaining my health by incorporating a regular routine of physical therapy, chiropractic treatment, and a much healthier diet.

Now, at age forty, I felt better, stronger, and ready to think about having another baby before it was too late. I had earned it. I had worked hard to put myself in a place where I could build a larger family like I had always wanted. But once again, my illness and now my husband were reminding me that I had my limits.

This made me mad—at Ward and at the whole world. I was angry that I had gotten sick. I was angry that I might have to give up my lifelong dream of having four children. And, just like every other time I’d gone head to head with my diseases, I was determined to push the envelope and demand the most out of life, no matter what the chronic pain had to say about it. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I knew I wasn’t going to give up.

And then, something did happen. At 9 p.m. on the evening of our conversation, it started to snow, continuing throughout the night. The firehouse sirens had gone off, signaling no school. The airwaves were filled with ominous warnings not to travel unless absolutely necessary. But I felt comforted by the storm. In my world, the worst had already happened, which I have learned can be very liberating. Everything is less frightening somehow when the other shoe has already dropped.

•   •   •

The next morning, I peered out the window of our cozy Georgian colonial, small by Franklin Lakes standards but lovable and warm, and to me, who had grown up in a small Cape Cod with four siblings, practically palatial. Our neighborhood was blanketed in pristine winter white. The snowflakes were large, fluffy, and relentless. The wind had already blown the snow into great drifts, creating a transformed mystical landscape in our backyard. The lanterns on the porch were translucent, covered in thick snow with just a hint of light shining through.

“Snow day! Snow day!” my kids shouted at the top of their lungs, rushing into the kitchen. They had slept with their pajamas inside out the night before, a superstition which was supposed to guarantee them a snow day. They giggled gleefully and gave each other a high five, overjoyed that their brand of special magic had worked like a charm.

I was as excited as my children to have a snow day. I love winter. The season was the backdrop for some of my fondest memories, and it offered many opportunities for themed baking and family gatherings, both passions of mine. I loved most winter sports, or at least I did until I got sick. But today was a good day, and I felt like I could do anything in the world if I wanted to badly enough. I was in the mood for an adventure. And the kids and I had a whole day to figure out what it would be.

I walked to the fridge and pulled out the Pillsbury Cinnamon Rolls—a snow day tradition passed on from my mother, who taught me most of what I know about making a moment feel special. My mother was strong, independent, feisty, and as resourceful as they come; but she was also extremely sentimental and she had a great sense of playfulness. As a nurse who cared for the elderly, she somehow raised five children while being the sole caretaker for my chronically ill Dad and little brother. Yet she always found time to lend a hand to anybody in our neighborhood who needed help. Both of my parents had an amazing way of keeping us together as a family. Whether it was going to Goody’s, the first fast food burger joint in our town, or piling all of us into one hotel room so we could afford a weekend family getaway, we always made the most of what we had. And now, no matter how many obstacles we had to face, my family, too, always found a way to make the best of things.

Julie and Chris settled in the family room on separate sofas, munching on their cinnamon buns. Julie was wrapped in her favorite leopard blanket, Chris in his prized cheetah print. The sun made a brief appearance, bursting through the clouds to show a brilliant and blue sky, making the trees sparkle like they had been spray-painted with white glitter. I started daydreaming about Julie and Chris as babies in snowsuits, pulled along by Ward on their flexible flyer up the little hill so they could sled down again, their cheeks rosy and noses running from the cold. Where had the time gone?

I had gotten very good at daydreaming over the last few years—because I’d had to. Taking myself away in my mind was sometimes the only way for me to cope with the pain. Listen, pain happens. Shins get kicked, heads get bumped, bones get broken, and skin gets burned. People curse or sometimes cry. They catch their breath. The bone gets set and the wound heals. Eventually, pain subsides. That’s the simple kind of pain—it may hurt a lot, but it plays fair.

Chronic pain, on the other hand, is unrelenting, unpredictable, and unfair. It can bully with moods, jobs, and relationships, and it affected my ability to be a mom and a wife. But the day I was diagnosed with a connective tissue disease and fibromyalgia, I decided that there’s pain, and then there’s your reaction to pain. That part was up to me, and I was fighting back with everything I had. I wasn’t going to let pain control my life or my family’s.

Some days, the throbbing neck and back pain was all-consuming. After one trip to the emergency room from bad side effects, I tossed all my pain medications into the garbage and started going to a chiropractor. I scheduled weekly massages to help relieve the widespread muscle pain. At times, it felt like a thousand knives piecing my entire body. The weight of a light blanket was so painful that I would sleep uncovered. I walked on an underwater treadmill at physical therapy to remove stress from the painful joints while my muscles strengthened. I cringed when small jolts of electricity shot through my body at the acupuncturist. I forced my husband to sleep with me on a magnetic mattress designed to alleviate pain. I saw a psychologist who warned, “You might never be the old you again; you may get depressed and develop anxiety.” His words only made me that much more determined to beat the pain. People would say, “Just accept it and give into it.” But I couldn’t. If I had accepted my fate, there wouldn’t have been days like today.

By mid-morning, our backyard was full of neighborhood children and enormous inflatable snow tubes, all tangled up together like living, giggling sculptures. We always had a lot of traffic at our house, which I enjoyed. My childhood house was always packed with kids and animals and laughter and love. I adored the chaos—to me, it felt like home. Once the sun began to set, everybody came in for one last round of hot chocolate and delicious treats that I had made. Then they wandered out into the winter wonderland with full bellies and pink cheeks.

“Mom! Sunny needs crickets.” Chris came bouncing down the stairs with his usual reckless abandon that made me think he was about to go sailing over the railing and land on his head at any moment. It had happened before. Sunny was our Australian bearded dragon who had a seemingly bottomless appetite for crickets and romaine lettuce. Chris had wanted a puppy, but Ward was allergic, so he was making the best of things.

“The lettuce is gone, too. Can we go to Scuffy’s?” Chris grinned mischievously. He knew that I knew that the crickets were just a handy excuse to visit his beloved pet store. Well, this was a family emergency. Venturing out into the snow against the advice of local officials had become unavoidable. So we dug out the family vehicle and headed off to the pet store without giving the swirling Snowmageddon a second thought.

Scuffy’s Pet Store, remarkably, was open, despite the fact that the mall parking lot looked like a frigid steppe straight out of Dr. Zhivago. We parked next to buried SUVs that would clearly not be seeing the light of day until the great thaw arrived. It really was an epic blizzard. What were we thinking coming out into this? But I was not afraid of much of anything those days. And somehow, because of that, we seemed to be able to run where angels feared to tread and get to the other side in one piece.

Julie and Chris rushed into the store, nearly banging headfirst into the manager, Stacey, who was holding an adorable white ball of fluff.

“Chris, this is a Bijon,” Stacey said to my son, who looked skeptical. “He’s a dog your father won’t be allergic to.” Everyone knew that Chris had wanted a puppy almost as bad as I wanted another baby, but I could see that this diminutive dog wasn’t measuring up to the scale of his puppy fantasies.

“That’s not a dog,” Chris muttered, with the royal disdain only a nine-year-old boy can summon. I smiled and petted the puppy apologetically.

“Sorry, little guy. I think Chris has something more like a big chocolate Labrador in mind.” I went about my usual business, ordering forty live crickets in a cup. The things we do for love.

Julie and Chris made their rounds among the cages stocked with puppies, kittens, turtles, and hamsters. Then, they stopped short.

“Mom! Come look!” I shuffled over to oblige them. At that moment, I had not realized that what I would find in the pen at their feet was about to change our lives forever. I looked down.

It was a litter of bunnies. Some were sleeping, curled up together like fuzzy spoons. Others kicked up their hind legs playfully and nibbled on each other’s ears. We all focused in on one bunny who was off on her own. She looked like a miniature version of the Easter Bunny, and her fur was the color of cinnamon sprinkled on snow.

“She’s a dwarf. A red satin,” said Loretta, another employee at the store who was also our Australian bearded dragon expert. She lifted the tiny bunny out of the sweet pool of fur on the floor and handed her to me. Despite the frigid theme of the day, something in me began to melt. She wasn’t much bigger than a softball. She sat looking at us, trembling. Her pink nose twittered, her oversized ears twitched. There was such a sense of mystery emanating from this tiny, warm ball of fur. It was as if I could somehow sense, on a level that is beyond knowing, everything that we would come to mean to each other in the years ahead.

Of course, I paid no further attention to this at the time. All I knew was that she was irresistible and felt wonderful in my arms.

“It’s a kit. That’s what you call a baby bunny,” Loretta explained, winking at me and tickling the bunny’s nose with her finger. “They can make wonderful house pets,” she added slyly.

“She’s so sweet,” I said, stroking the indescribably soft spot behind her ears. Julie and Chris looked at me with the same mournful eyes as the bunny. Apparently, I wasn’t the only pushover in the room.

“We’ll take her!” I blurted out suddenly. To this day, I’m not exactly sure what came over me. The kids’ jaws dropped to the floor.

“Really, Mom?” said Julie, giving me her familiar side-eye. With a daughter who was just entering the eye-rolling, lip-curling brink of adolescence, I had already come to know that look well. “Don’t you think Dad will be mad?”

“He might,” I said, feeling the tickle of a canary feather at the corner of my lips. In the wake of our conversation the night before, I had decided to make this bunny my Waterloo. There was no turning back now.

We let Loretta lead us around the store while we grabbed supplies off of the shelves with reckless abandon, accumulating every known bunny accessory in the industrialized world. The kids were hesitant at first with my unfamiliar burst of bunny rebellion, but they joined in soon enough once we chanced upon the McMansion-sized cage that would be the rabbit’s new home.

I rarely, if ever, did anything on the home front that Ward and I hadn’t discussed and agreed to beforehand, especially when it came to new family members. As a lawyer, Ward believed in due process, and generally I followed it to the letter. Lately though—perhaps because of my conversation with him or my illness, or because my kids were getting older and learning to make their own decisions—it seemed like so much of my life involved negotiation, compromise, concessions, and constant procedural delays about the simplest things that could be avoided.

Today, I just wanted to do something spontaneous. I wanted, for once, to do something just because I wanted to. The moment I set eyes on her, I knew I needed this bunny. And somehow, I also knew, in the way that you do, that the bunny needed me.

We traipsed back out into the snow and headed for home with crickets for Sunny and our humongous cage; enough hay, food, and toys for an entire litter of bunnies; a few books on how to care for rabbits; and, of course, our new bunny. Now I just had to figure out how to tell my husband that he had become the proud new father of an eight-week-old red satin kit—someone who was about to take center stage in our lives and change everything.


Chapter 2

Ward was waiting in the kitchen when we walked in from the garage.

“We just had a little cabin fever and went to the pet store,” I had told him earlier when he called my cell phone, wondering where his family could possibly be during this awful snowstorm. “I’ll be home in five minutes, honey,” I continued happily, as if driving in a blizzard was something any mother would do when her kids got bored. “We have a surprise.”

I dragged the cage in. “She’ll be perfect right here, kids,” I said, pointing to a corner near the closet, as if I had just bought a piece of furniture instead of a pet.

“You bought the kids a rabbit without at least asking me, Nance?”

“I did,” I replied, with haughtiness that surprised even me.

The dead silence was awkward while we both carefully prepared our responses. Five seconds seemed like an eternity. Catching me off guard, Ward skipped what I thought might be a rigorous interrogation and cut to the chase.

“What if I am allergic to her?”

Before he could say another word, Chris came to my rescue and plopped the tiny ball of fur in his father’s arms.

“Look how cute she is, Dad!”

Ward fidgeted awkwardly, trying to make the baby bunny comfortable on his chest. She seemed swallowed up in his large arms. Then, as if the gods were on my side, she made a sharp twist with her body and was suddenly face to face with Ward. Ever so sweetly, she started nibbling on his tie, almost sensing that this big guy was the one she needed to win over.

“She is kinda cute.” Ward rubbed the bunny’s head softly with his knuckles. Discreetly, Chris gave me the thumbs up, and I could feel some of the stress in my shoulders disappear as the bunny’s body began to relax against Ward’s chest. I watched for any signs of a runny nose or hives appearing on Ward’s neck, which happened almost immediately when he was near a cat or dog.

“She’s Julie’s birthday present,” Chris added, winking at Julie. Julie’s birthday was coming up in March, and the kids and I had agreed on the ride home that it was the perfect reason for buying a bunny.

Within minutes, we were all in the family room, watching the little bunny frolic in her new surroundings. Ward sat at his desk, clutching a bottle of Benadryl and shaking his head periodically in disbelief. The bunny was no bigger than the palm of your hand. Her pure white belly and tail resembled soft balls of cotton. Her features were delicate except for her tall ears, which were disproportionate to her small size. Then, she did the cutest thing. All two pounds of fluff flipped in the air, as though she had springs on her tiny feet, as she twisted her body. This, we later learned, is called binkying or popcorning, which is a bunny’s sign of playfulness and their unique way of communicating, “I am so happy.”

“How big will she get?” Ward asked, cracking a smile. Of course, I knew he was referring to the McMansion-size cage.

“The cage was Chris’s idea,” said Julie helpfully.

While the kids and I sat on the floor, the bunny continued to scamper around the furniture, sniffing everything with her head down like a pig searching for truffles. Julie and Chris squealed delightfully as she hopped around their legs, brushing her fluffy tail up against their feet. When her twittering nose and whiskers tickled my toes, I thought I would burst with excitement. Suddenly, it didn’t seem to matter how painful every muscle in my body felt as I sat cross-legged on the floor. As Julie and Chris smothered their new bunny with kisses, warmth filled my heart as I watched their unbridled affection toward our new family member. I couldn’t remember a happier moment in our family in a long time.

We mulled over a few bunny names, but our creativity was seriously lacking. Thankfully, bedtime became imminent and we would decide later. And thanks to the luck of the bunny, perhaps, Ward didn’t need to take any Benadryl. I painstakingly followed the directions for “cage set-up,” and grabbed one of my old pink baby blankets from the linen closet and draped it over the bunny’s cage with the tender love of a mother. “Goodnight little one,” I whispered.

That night in bed, visions of the kit clinging to her siblings kept me from sleeping. Imaginary nocturnal cries haunted me. At midnight, I took my first trip down the stairs to check on the bunny. I found her cowering in the corner of the cage, probably afraid of the dark. So we cuddled for a bit before I went back up to bed. My two o’ clock sojourn down to the kitchen was noticeably more difficult as the nighttime stiffness and pain had taken over my body. Tickled pink to see our baby bunny, we cuddled again for about a half hour, during which she peed on my soft bathrobe. By three o’clock, she was restless and had no interest in snuggling. She wriggled with verve and energy while I struggled to keep my eyes open. When I let her down on the living room rug, she tore across the room like she had just escaped from prison. I suppose she had. She gnawed at the white moldings, chewed the skirt to the sofa, and nibbled the shoes I had left under the coffee table—all while leaving a trail of poop along her path of destruction, little brown balls. But I didn’t care. She was so adorable. She popped onto my lap for a split second and then returned to her next task on hand—chinning everything and marking her territory.

When I could barely keep my eyes open any longer, I tried putting her in the cage but she swung her front and back legs wildly as if she were about to fly and fell headfirst into her pile of hay. In an instant she rolled over and landed on all fours with a small thud. Then she looked up at me adoringly. As I leaned down, she grabbed the rungs of the cage with her tiny front paws and stuck her nose through, staring at me with pleading eyes. Clearly, she didn’t want to be locked up, alone without her siblings. I curled up on the floor next to her cage, and she nuzzled her soft face against my hand. My heart started to flutter.

“Do you miss your siblings?” I asked softly. “This is your new home now.”

I started to hum, and her head dropped down and her back paws relaxed beneath her body. She tapped my nose gently with her left paw and stared at me intently. No whining. No barking. But guilt struck a motherly chord, and for the next half hour I lay on the hard tile floor next to her cage, talking to her and stroking her soft fur. I didn’t care that my body ached. Luckily, for the bunny’s sake, waking up half a dozen times during the night was nothing out of the ordinary for me. Insomnia was just one of the many other frustrating symptoms of fibromyalgia that I had learned to live with. After about an hour of lying in such an uncomfortable position, I decided I had better get some sleep before my chronic pain worsened.

Regretfully, I whispered my final goodnight. The last image I saw was her tiny pink nose poking out from under the blanket.

I woke up a few hours later to the usual “Good morning, egg,” Ward’s pet phrase for me since the early days of our marriage. It was my barometer for how things were going; it was all about the tone. Today’s was monotone.

I slipped out of bed and walked downstairs, smiling mischievously. My mind wandered to our kit—her ginger-colored fur and tiny paws. Drifts of snow were piled up along the balusters lining the colonial-style deck and the snow blowing off the roof of the storage shed was glitterlike. Julie and Chris were hovering over the bunny’s cage. Chris had that early morning look—tussled hair and dried crusty sleep in the corner of his eyes. Julie sported her Hello Kitty pajamas and feline slippers. They both looked irresistibly adorable—as did our new bunny.

She was balancing a piece of hay between her tall ears while she nibbled on another—like an act from a circus. Her mouth shimmied from side to side as her two sets of top molars aligned themselves with the single set of molars on the bottom. But her cage was anything but cute. It looked like a cyclone had hit it. Hay and food pellets were scattered everywhere, and her toys were haphazardly piled up in the corner. She must have thrown a tantrum after I went up to bed.

We would quickly learn that a rabbit’s days are framed by the rising and setting of the sun. Crepuscular animals are most active at dawn and dusk, as well as awake during the nighttime between. It was clear that the bunny had not slept at all.

Chris no sooner had let the rabbit out of her cage when Julie screamed, “She’s my bunny!” I stood on the sidelines, hoping to remain uninvolved. Unexpectedly, Chris made the hand-off of our new prized possession to Julie ever so gently and without much fuss. The bunny started squirming wildly in Julie’s arms.

“Rabbits are skittish animals,” I said to the kids, quoting Loretta from Scuffy’s, while praying silently that Julie would not drop the bunny. “You need to spend time with them on the floor where they feel most comfortable—on all fours.”

They lowered themselves to the ground slowly, huddled around the bunny as if they wanted to discuss something I shouldn’t hear.

“You need to earn a bunny’s trust slowly,” I continued. “It doesn’t come naturally to them. They are very different than dogs or cats.” I had absorbed more of Loretta’s CliffsNotes on how to raise a house rabbit than I’d thought while I stood in the store, completely mesmerized by the magical bunny with the coal-colored eyes.

When the kids broke their huddle, Julie let the bunny loose from her grasp. Surprisingly, the rabbit didn’t move. I crouched down, tapped her super-soft backside playfully, and perched my head on Julie’s shoulder. After a few seconds, the baby bunny reached her front paws out on the hard tile tentatively, one at a time, as if testing the temperature of the ocean.

“She’s being cautious because bunnies don’t like hard surfaces,” Chris explained, repeating another fun fact we had learned at the pet store.

Despite the hardness of the tile, once our kit got her bearings, she began racing in and out around the legs of the table and chairs like she was running through a maze. She popped up sharply numerous times, facing different directions—the behavior that is called binkying or popcorning—and then scurried down the hallway toward the bathroom, sniffing the molding along the way. She charged forward and slid across the marble floor, and then crashed into the wall behind the toilet. Her tiny body sunk to the floor like it had been deflated. She started shaking like a leaf, her tall ears flopped down toward her backside. Her nose was twittering in fast motion.

Loretta’s words flashed through my mind. “They can easily injure their backs! Bunnies are prone to heart attacks if they are frightened!”

I whisked the bunny up and cuddled her on my chest beneath my bathrobe. I could feel my heart pounding along with hers as she remained frightfully still.

“Is she hurt, Mom?” Julie asked anxiously. I moved the bunny’s limbs slowly—checking for fractures—and palpated her small body for punctured organs. I inspected the vertebrae on her spine like a skilled orthopedic surgeon. In an attempt to ward off hysteria from the kids, I responded, “I think she’s fine.” Secretly, I worried that the bunny would be scarred for life. In less than eighteen hours, she had been taken away from her siblings and forced to navigate her way around hard floors, and now she had had her first brush with disaster.

But any semblance of empathy disappeared from Julie’s demeanor when the bunny, seemingly making a miraculous recovery, started wriggling to get free. Julie plucked the bunny out of my arms and put her back on the floor. Our kit circled the table and chairs with more vim and vigor, and then she flipped her body with a twist and headed back toward the bathroom. She stopped dead in her tracks as she approached the marble tile, and then swung her hind legs up and turned back toward us.

“We have a baby Einstein,” I exclaimed, certain I had just seen the first glimpse of our new family member’s intelligence.

“Don’t get carried away, Mom,” replied Chris. “Rabbits aren’t that smart.”

I knew I would have to prove Chris wrong.

Ward walked down the stairs hurriedly, already late for a meeting, and asked what all the commotion was, as if he had forgotten I’d brought home a bunny the night before. He looked handsome in his gray tailored suit, white shirt, and pink paisley tie.

“We have a third baby Einstein,” I said, beaming like a proud parent. “I picked the pedigree of the herd.”

He smiled but barely engaged me, except to remind me that it was Julie who actually shared Albert Einstein’s birthday, March 14.

We all sensed his coolness as he walked briskly out the door. The kids looked at me quizzically.

“No worries,” I said. “He’ll come around.”


Chapter 3

“Usted compró un conejo?” Tina asked.

You bought a bunny?

“Sí, sí. I did,” I said.

I pulled away from the bus stop where I picked up Tina, the loving and caring woman who helped us keep some semblance of order in our home after we reluctantly accepted the realization that I wasn’t going to return to my “type A on steroids” self any time soon. Tina, a native of Honduras, had came to the United States on a work visa and was granted permanent residence by President Clinton after the devastating Hurricane Mitch struck in 1998. She lived with us part-time and had become part of our family. A godsend in every way, we had all grown to love her.

Tina had dark brown hair and a solid build with broad shoulders, and she walked with a slight limp due to a childhood hip injury. Her skin was slightly weathered from years of tropical sun, and her rough hands were a product of farming and domestic work. She had a smile that seemed to be etched permanently on her round face and a gentleness and a warmth that radiated from her being. She was quite social, a necessary attribute to fit in with my incredibly not-so-shy family. She also had a great sense of humor. I thoroughly enjoyed conversing with her in Spanish rather than in English, which drove my family crazy. They were never quite sure what I was saying about them! (Though it didn’t take Ward long to figure out that “muy mal hombre” was not a compliment.)

Tina and I were deeply engrossed in Baby Einstein details when I spotted red flashing lights coming up behind me in my rearview mirror. I pulled over onto the snow-covered shoulder of the road and waited for the officer.

“License and registration, please.” He said, very businesslike. I apologized for speeding and blamed my infraction on the excitement over buying a bunny. There was a stray bag of hay on the backseat in plain sight. Tina tried to hide her shock at my ridiculous admission and muttered under her breath, “Loco en la cabeza.” I thought I saw the hint of a chuckle on the policeman’s face as he walked back to his vehicle.

When he returned, he was holding a picture of a black-and-white lop-eared bunny in his hand, not a ticket.

“His name is Oreo,” he said, with a silly grin. “I keep his picture in my wallet along with my children’s.”

Oreo was the runt of a litter who had been bred in South Jersey. “Lop-eared bunnies are very smart,” he remarked, radiating with pride.

It seems we’re all alike when it comes to bragging about our children and our pets.

He stood there on the side of the road for about ten minutes, giving me helpful tips on keeping a bunny indoors as though he knew as much about rearing a bunny as he did the law. Finally, he extended his hand to shake mine.

“Have a great day and enjoy your new bunny. She will win your heart!”
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