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Advanced Praise for
 fixing freddie

“Rounding the hard corners of single parenthood and loss, Fixing Freddie is nevertheless an upbeat account of how love and courage are found in unexpected places and lives are changed by the most unlikely heroes.”

—Susannah Charleson, author of the New York Times bestseller Scent of the Missing


“Who let this dog out? Put your paws up and howl for Paula Munier's hysterically funny tale, an incredible journey of the heart. To say the leash, she loves Freddie, and you will too!”

—Julia Spencer-Fleming, Anthony and Agatha Award —winning author of One Was a Soldier

“If you love impish beagles, growing boys, a charismatic heroine, and a darn good story, you'll relish every line of Fixing Freddie, a breezy memoir that crackles with humor, wit, and infectious optimism. This pet memoir stands heads —and tails —above its competitors, and left me panting for more.”

—Susan Reynolds, author of My Dog Is My Hero

“Move over, Marley! Fixing Freddie delivers laughter, tears, and an abundance of joy.”

—T. J. MacGregor, Edgar-winning author of Out of Sight


“You don't have to love dogs to love Fixing Freddie. It's hilarious, poignant, and totally irresistible!”

—Hallie Ephron, author of Never Tell a Lie and The Bibliophile's Devotional

“I love this book. It's hilarious. It's heartwarming. It's honest. And it's absolutely charming. One mom's battle with a beagle becomes an inspirational journey for all of us —teaching us about life, loyalty, and the power of love.”

—Hank Phillippi Ryan, Agatha-winning author of Prime Time


“When a talented comic writer combines a dog, a cat, and a bright preteen boy with attitude, you've got a book full of joyful reading ahead of you.”

—Cynthia Riggs, award-winning author of the Victoria Trumbull series

“In prose as brilliant and fluid as quicksilver, Fixing Freddie weaves a rollicking, revelatory story of redemption that all single mothers and single women —make that all women and all mothers —need to read over and over again … to remind ourselves that, yes, life is full of mistakes and miseries, but it's also full of triumphs and joys —and it's all fixable.”

—Colleen Sell, editor of the bestselling A Cup of Comfort book series, coauthor of The Everything Kids Gross Cookbook and 10-Minute Zen

“A funny, soulful look at what it means to be a family: Fixing Freddie made us sit up, roll over, and beg for more.”

—Kathi Kamen Goldmark and Sam Barry, authors of Write That Book Already!

“A heartwarming, refreshing tale of love —human and canine—that will appeal to anyone who loved Marley and Me.”

—Joseph Finder, New York Times bestselling author of Vanished. and Paranoia





Dedication

For my father, who got me my first dog,
 and my mother, who let me keep him.

And for Alexis and Corkie, Greg and Rambo,
 Mikey and Shakespeare and Freddie—


proof positive that a life without kids and
 dogs is really no life at all.






Note to Reader

There are three sides to every love story:
 his, hers, and the dog's.

This is her side, and while as true as a howl, the names
 of various curs, bitches, littermates, pack leaders, and
 pack followers have been changed to protect both the
 innocent and the unruly.





“My dogs know more about me than I know about myself.”


—ABIGAIL THOMAS, A Three Dog Life







Fixer-Upper: noun,
 something that needs fixing up





chapter one

“Meaning what you say is just as important as saying what you mean.”

—JENNIFER BRIDWELL, The Everything Dog Obedience Book

WE DIDN'T NEED A DOG. WE HAD A PERFECTLY NICE DOG, A BIG, loveable, huggable, shaggy black mutt from the pound we called Shakespeare. And a cat, a beautiful tabby named Isis. We were a family, me and the dog and the cat and Mikey, my youngest child and the only one left at home. His siblings were grown and gone. His father was just gone.

It was moving day. We'd had many moving days since the divorce a few years before—too many. From Las Vegas to Massachusetts to California and back to Massachusetts once again. And now, from the North Shore of Massachusetts to the South Shore. Only forty-four miles—and a lifetime—away.

“You said no more moving,” Mikey had said when I told him about the new job I'd been offered. My dream job, really, as the idea person for a trade house that published some two hundred nonfiction books a year, books that showed readers how to plan their weddings and breastfeed their babies and train their dogs. But that's not why I wanted to take it so badly. The salary was the reason I wanted to take it so badly.

“It means more money, honey.” We were sitting outside on the small balcony of our Salem apartment on a cool May evening, watching people walking their dogs and jogging along the crooked and cracked sidewalks below. Our flat took up the middle floor of a tired Victorian-era triple-decker in a neighborhood crowded with tired Victorian-era triple-deckers. “Enough money for a house of our own.”

“I like it fine right here.” My eleven-year-old son stared out over the rooftops of the city, where a jangle of wires, cables, and antennas met the darkening sky.

“You'll go to a better school,” I said. “A safer school.”

Mikey looked at me. “My friends are here.”

“It's not like we're moving across the country again.” I put my arm around his shoulder, but he pulled away. “We'll just be an hour or two away. You can come back and visit your friends any time.”

“Right.”

“I promise. Any time you want, I'll drive you myself.”

“I'm not moving.” Mikey folded his arms across his chest, and lifted his pale chin.

I sighed. “We'll talk about it when you come back from your dad's.” Mikey was due to leave for California next week, to spend summer vacation with his father as he did every year.

“By then it will be too late.” His dark blue eyes filled with tears. “Won't it.”

“I'm doing what's best for us, honey.”

“Maybe for you.” He wiped away his tears with the heel of his hand.

“For both of us.”

Mikey stood up, and regarded me with a prepubescent disdain.

“I hate you,” he said evenly, and stomped off to his room.

“I know,” I said.

While Mikey hid out in his bedroom playing video games, I stayed out on the balcony in the growing darkness. Taking the job meant that after years of financial struggle, I could just barely scrape up the money to buy a house in a decent school district. I never thought I'd be able to do it on my own. And I still wasn't sure that I should, even if I could. Just because I could qualify for a loan, didn't mean I could make thirty years of mortgage payments all by myself. But I owed it to my son to try.

I'd never felt more alone in my life.

I spent the summer looking for houses. The first house I fell for was a remodeled 1800s farmhouse; my offer was trumped by a young couple expecting their first child. The second offer I made on a 1950s ranch home on a lake. It was more expensive, but I thought it was worth it, figuring that even Mikey would like the idea of living on a lake. So I was thrilled when my bid was accepted in mid-June. It was an estate sale; the house was empty and with any luck we'd be in the house by mid-August, just in time for Mikey to start school. But weeks passed without the sellers setting a closing date; finally the family admitted that only four of the five siblings who'd inherited the house were on board. One sibling refused to sign.

I was out of time. I was commuting four hours a day to my new job, and trying to find a house at the same time. Mikey would be coming home soon—but to what? Desperate, I told my realtor to show me every house on every lake on the South Shore. There was only one in my price range—a very small, very expensive, very old fixer-upper with virtually no closets.

I bought it anyway.

And now it was ours. It was just a converted summer cottage really, but the fact that the homely fixer-upper sat on a lovely lake blinded me to all its failings. On this beautiful, crisp, sunny autumn day, lost in the rustle of scarlet leaves and the gentle lapping of the waves and the clean scent of pine, I tried to put my fears behind me and feel happy. I wondered how long it would take Mikey to feel happy here. Three months, six months, a year? The sooner we settled in, the sooner we'd feel at home.

“Time to unpack,” I said to Mikey, as we stood on the front deck and watched the moving truck pull out of the driveway.

“Not now,” Mikey said. “We have to go get the puppy.”

“What puppy?” I considered the prospect of opening the hundreds of boxes crowding the 900 square feet of living space behind us.

“Our puppy.”

“We don't have a puppy.” I wondered how I could squeeze a hundred pairs of shoes into my locker-size closet. Not to mention my clothes.

“But it's time to get one.”

“I don't know what you're talking about, sweetie.” I didn't do puppies. Mikey knew that. I calculated the cost of putting in a dishwasher once we got settled. No working mom should have to face the dawn without a dishwasher.

“When we get a home of our own, you said,” insisted Mikey. “Remember?”

Mikey was twelve now, all legs and arms and attitude. But underneath that bravado was a sad little boy who missed his father—and pulled at my mother's guilt with every reference to our broken family, however oblique.

“I didn't want to move, but I'm here.” Mikey turned to face me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “I remembered about the puppy when I was at Dad's house.”

“What puppy?” I couldn't believe that Mikey was already nearly as tall as I was. He must have grown three or four inches over the summer.

“We have a home now, Mom, just like you wanted,” he said slowly and solemnly, as if he were explaining the nature of the universe to a three-year-old. “It is time to go get the puppy.”


Uh-oh. Buried deep in my parental memory I vaguely recalled one of those rationales we serve up when our children want something very badly and we can't—or won't—give it to them. Like cake for breakfast and trips to Disney World and Daddy home for good.

Now, every kid wants a puppy, sooner or later. But puppies were too much trouble—not to mention politically incorrect. Why get a puppy when there were millions of abandoned dogs who needed a home? That's what I always told Mikey, and when that failed to convince him, I always added, “You can't have a puppy in an apartment. Maybe someday when we get our own house ….” Over the course of the past twenty years and two marriages I'd loved and lost half a dozen homes to cross-country moves, financial misfortune, and divorce. I became a resigned renter, and abandoned the idea of ever owning a home again. So promising Mikey a puppy on the one-in-a-million chance of home ownership seemed a safe-enough pledge at the time.

Given our paycheck-to-paycheck existence, I never dreamed that the day would come when we would once again live in a home we could call our own. But that unimaginable day was here—the little lakeside cottage was ours. If we lost this home, I would have no husband to blame. It would be all my fault.

“You promised,” persisted Mikey.

“But, honey, we have Shakespeare.” At the sound of his name, Shakespeare bounded up to us, tail wagging. Shakespeare, the perfect dog, whom I'd adopted and brought home to ease the pain of that first terrible Christmas Mikey and I had spent alone.

Mikey removed his hands from my shoulders, abandoning me for the more loyal Shakespeare. “Shakespeare's great, but he's not a puppy, Mom. When we got him, he was already a grown-up dog.”

“And we have a cat.” I searched the yard for our intrepid tabby Isis. “Have you seen her? She must be around here somewhere.” Every time we moved I worried that she'd stray too far too soon and never make it back home again. One moving day a couple of years back, a runaway rottweiler chased her into a nearby woods and the terrified feline didn't find her way home for two weeks.

“She's up that tree.” Mikey let Shakespeare go, and pointed to a tall maple across the yard. Isis was perched on a low limb, poised to pounce on a squirrel nearly as big as she.

“Puppies can't climb trees,” I said, joking. “What use are they, anyway?”

“That's not funny, Mom.”

“I know.” I paused, and tried another tack. “We just moved in. Maybe once we get settled in—”

“But you promised.”


You promised—the two words in the English language most likely to bring a single mother to her knees.

“But,” I started, knowing even as I spoke it was another lost cause in a string of lost causes in My Life as Supermom.

“Just like you promised we would never move again.” Mikey stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans. He kicked at the loose boards on the porch. I made a mental note to nail them down later.

“We have a house of our own now,” said Mikey in a small voice, “so we can get the puppy now.”

“We'll see,” I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth I regretted them. In our familial vernacular, “we'll see” was Mommy-Speak for “no way.”

Mikey looked up at me with a mild disgust I knew from past experience would soon enough morph into an active adolescent scorn. “So you didn't mean it. You never really meant it.”

I looked up at the cloudless blue sky, and sighed. Mikey had left behind his friends, his school, his soccer team—life as he knew it. He was in a new school in a new town, lonely and friendless, as all new kids inevitably were. I was an Army brat, so I knew just how lonely.

I thought about the poodle puppy my dad had brought home to me when I was not much younger than Mikey was now. That little dog—we named him Rogue—had been my one constant friend through a dozen new schools. God, how I'd loved that dog.

Mikey wasn't happy about this move, but I was. I had a house, a boyfriend, and a great new job.

I wanted Mikey to be as happy as I was about the move. I sighed again.

We didn't need a puppy. But as all children teach you sooner or later, a promise is a promise. And as I was going to learn very shortly, if you don't mean what you say and say what you mean, you've lost the battle before you've even begun.




We started at the local animal shelter. I'd always had good luck—and good karma—adopting animals. Both Shakespeare and Isis were adopted—and if I'd been paying more attention at the time I would have taken their adoption stories as cautionary tales.

Isis came first. Before the divorce, when Mikey was little and we were all living together in California, my ex picked a big fight over one of the three big bones of contention that continually threatened to tear our blended family apart—my job, my kids, my attitude. The next day I received an astonishing floral arrangement of roses and birds of paradise in a big bowl-shaped vase as an apology. Swimming in and around the stems in the water-filled fishbowl was—seriously—a live, lively goldfish. The outré bouquet came with a card—and fish food.

Mikey loved the goldfish, whom he immediately named Freddie. (For reasons still known only to himself, Mikey loves the name Freddie and from the age of three has expressed disappointment that his own name is not Freddie.) Freddie the Fish was our only pet, and the source of much love, attention, and probable overfeeding from Mikey. Within months Freddie succumbed to his watery grave as all goldfish inevitably do.


The fish is dead, long live the fish! I thought as I consoled my heartbroken son, who sobbed and sobbed upon finding his little orange pet floating upside-down in the former flower vase. We buried Freddie the First in a shoebox in the backyard, and I replaced him with Freddie the Second … and then Freddie the Third, and Freddie the Fourth. By the time I visited the local pet store in search of Freddie the Fifth, I was totally over fish.

There was a woman there in the store from the ASPCA with kittens for adoption. I didn't know anything about cats, having been raised in a dog lover's household by a now grown farm boy who believed that the only good cat was a mouser in the barn. That and the fact that I was highly allergic to cats had kept me from associating with felines thus far.

There were two kittens left. Sister tabbies, with huge green eyes and the dark striped markings of their tiger cousins. The smaller one regarded me with the cool gaze of an Egyptian queen.

“Aren't they adorable?” The woman from the ASPCA took the baggie that held Freddie the Fifth from my hand and slipped the haughty kitty into my arms.

The kitty purred.

“I don't know anything about cats.” I stroked the little princess, whose purrs grew with every caress.

“There's not much to know. Cats can take care of themselves.”

“But she's just a kitten.” The kitty crawled up my chest and rubbed her soft cheek against mine.

“She's six months old, has had all her shots, and is litter trained.” The woman smiled. “She likes you.”

“I'm allergic to cats,” I said as I nuzzled the kitten.

“I can see that.” The woman laughed.

“No, really, I am.” I laughed, too.

“People who are allergic to cats are often allergic to the saliva that's deposited on the fur when they clean themselves,” she told me. “There's a spray you can use to wipe the cat down before you pet it, which neutralizes the allergens.”

“Yeah, I've heard of that. There's a guy at work who swears by it.” My friend Brett was always encouraging me to adopt a kitten for Mikey, and swore by this spray.

“And even if you are allergic, it won't be near as bad with a female cat. Female cats secrete less of the allergen ….” The cat lady trailed off, letting the fearless feline do the sales job for her.

The little kitty had curled up in my arms and was now dozing off. I waited for the sneeze that never came. “Well,” I told the woman with a grin of surrender, “I guess I'm just allergic to other people's cats.”

Fifty dollars and an adoption kit later, I was in the car and on the road with a mewing cat in a box and an unsuspecting fish in a bag. By the time I pulled into the driveway, I'd named the regal kitten Isis after the Egyptian goddess. Four-year-old Mikey loved her at first purr, even when only hours later she slapped a lightning paw into the fishbowl vase and slurped down Freddie the Fifth—a portent of victims to come. She's been the favored animal in the house ever since.

Shakespeare was another impulse I couldn't resist. We were in Las Vegas by then. We moved there when Mikey was five to make a new start—but within six months my husband and I were living in separate apartments. (Note to self: Never move to Vegas to save your marriage.) There was no book publishing in Nevada, so I'd returned to the newspaper business. Vegas was such a transient city—thousands of people moving in and out every month upon the rise and fall of their fortunes—that abandoned animals were a huge problem. There were too many animals—and too few adopters.

The newspaper where I worked sponsored an adoption day at the pound every year. It was a Saturday event in early December, the hope being people would be moved to take home a pet as a present for Christmas. I was obligated to stop by as a show of support. Mikey was with his dad for the weekend, and I was shopping with my mom.

“We have to drop by the park,” I told her. “Just for a minute, you know, put in an appearance.”

“Uh-huh.” Mom knew what a sap I was for a fundraiser. I bought light bulbs from the disabled, magazines from disadvantaged youth, tickets to square dances from local law enforcement.

When we got to the park and Mom heard the barrage of barks, she raised an Elizabeth Taylor eyebrow at me. When she saw the “Adopt a Dog Today” sign, she pursed her perfectly lipsticked lips at me, shook her chicly cut mane of shiny white-as-snow hair, and clucked. “You don't need a dog.”

“Mom, I'm not here to adopt a dog. I'm here to support the event.”

“Uh-huh.”

We looked around the greenspace. There were volunteers walking dogs of every breed, shape, and size up and down the paths through-out the park, in an effort to drum up business. I tried not to look.

“Let's go see if there's anything we can do to help.” I pointed to the tent across the park.

We made it about halfway there when we were spotted by a painfully thin, scraggly mutt that once upon a better time might have been a briard or Portuguese water dog. The poor pooch trotted up to us, his elegant gait a hint of his former glory. A desperate volunteer followed close behind, leash in hand.

The shabby dog looked at me with dark brown eyes nearly hidden under a shock of scruffy bangs. He dipped his head and pushed his nose under my hand for a little affection.

“Oh, poor baby!” I squatted down and hugged the sweet dog. “Why is he so thin?”

“You should have seen him when we found him. On the verge of starvation, hiding in a shed at the back of a foreclosed property.”

“Oh no!” I gave him another hug. “Who did that to you?”

“Why isn't he on a leash?” My mother glared at the volunteer.

The volunteer ignored her, the obvious dog hater. She turned her attention to me, the obvious dog lover. “He's such a good dog. I couldn't bear to keep him on the leash.”

“He is a good dog.” I scratched him behind his long, loopy, ears. “You are such a good dog. Mom, is he cute or what?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What's his name?”

“Well, we call him Blackie, but we really don't know. He came to us as a stray.”

“A stray,” my mother repeated. “God knows where he's been.”

“He has such a dignity about him,” I said. “If he were mine, I'd give him a grand name, like … Shakespeare.”

“You don't need a dog.” My mother's cultured voice was firm.

I straightened up. “No, of course not. We're just here to help out.”

The volunteer sighed. “It's his last day. He's been with us three months. If no one adopts him today, we have to put him down tomorrow.”

“Oh my God.” I looked at my mother.

“Don't even think about it.”

“You can have him for free.” The volunteer persisted. “We'll waive the adoption fee.”

My mother sighed. “You do not need a dog.”

“Christmas is coming, Mom.” By this time my ex and I had separated and reconciled more times than I could count—with the reconciliations typically happening at Christmas. “Mikey and I will be all alone.”

“You have the cat.”

“You know how I get at Christmas.”

“You cave. You cave every time.” My mother did not like my ex, and did not want me to cave again this holiday season.

“Not this time, Mom.” I tousled the dog's topknot. “Remember in that movie Wall Street when Michael Douglas says to Charlie Sheen, ‘Need a friend? Get a dog.’?”

My mother nodded.

“Well, ‘Need a husband?’” I paused.

“Get a dog.” My mother took the leash from the volunteer's hand. “We'll take him.”

I insisted on paying the fee—it was my own company's fundraiser, after all—and we put the delighted dog in the back seat for the ride home. He settled right down, calm but alert and ready for adventure.

“He is well-mannered,” my mother said, undoubtedly comparing him favorably with my ex. “And he'll make a good running companion for you.” My mother worried every time I set out alone on one of my morning jogs through one of Las Vegas's treeless parks.

“Yes.” I smiled, thinking of how thrilled Mikey would be—and how fun it would be to watch him tell my ex that I'd gotten our son a dog.




Isis and Shakespeare had proven more than worthy companions during the ups and downs of the next several years. With the all-knowing Isis settling on our laps whenever we were blue and the loyal Shakespeare guarding our front door by day and our beds by night, they were a comfort and a joy to both me and Mikey during good times and bad.

But now Isis was nine years old and Shakespeare was seven years old, at least as far as we knew. So maybe Mikey was right, and it was time for a new addition to our little family, now that we had the cottage. We set off for the local pound with high hopes.

But there were no puppies at the pound on the South Shore. The responsible citizens of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts were apparently so politically correct that they neutered their animals just as they should without fail, drastically cutting down on the number of available puppies. There were plenty of older dogs and a plethora of older cats, but no puppies.

“We do get puppies in from time to time,” Shelley the volunteer told us. “But why wait, when there are so many nice dogs here you can choose from. Great dogs who need a good home—and would love to live with you.” She gave Mikey a significant look.

“We're getting a puppy. Today.” Mikey stared Shelley down, then turned on his heel and walked out.

I sighed. “I'm sorry,” I said to Shelley. And raced out the door after my stubborn son.

I'd spent a lifetime running after wayward males. What was one more?





chapter two

“The most serious problems in owning a dog arise because the initial selection was made thoughtlessly or in haste.”


—ROGER A. CARAS, Harper's Illustrated Handbook of Dogs

THIRTY MINUTES LATER WE WERE BACK AT THE COTTAGE AND MIKEY was on the laptop searching for puppies on the South Shore.

“Find anything?” I sat down next to Mikey on the couch with a bag of Doritos, the only food in the house. The new refrigerator wasn't being delivered until Monday, so I'd yet to stock up on groceries.

“Nothing down here.” Mikey cast me a baleful look, then thrust his fist into the bag. “The South Shore sucks,” he said through a mouthful of chips. “That's what all my friends back home in Salem said and they were right.”


Back home.


“Don't talk with your mouth full.” I held the bag of Doritos out away from him. Mikey lunged for them. “This is home now, our own home, the one we always wanted, remember?”

“The one you always wanted,” Mikey said.

We wrestled for control of the chips.

In the tussle the bag tipped, and we were showered with Doritos. We scrambled for ammo and pelted each other with chips.

“The South Shore sucks!” Mikey tossed a handful at me.

“The South Shore rocks!” I yelled, laughing, as I returned fire. Shakespeare trotted over and helped himself to the leftovers.

Mikey went back to the computer. I gave Shakespeare a hug.

“Look all you want, we already have the best dog in New England. You'll never find another one this good.”

“There's a place called the Puppy Palace in Bowlington.”

“Bowlington? That's hours away.”

“No, it's not.” Mikey pounded the keys. “Forty-eight miles. Right off the turnpike.”

He smiled at me, triumphant. “They're open until five. If we leave now, we'll make it in plenty of time.” Mikey jumped up and ran into the kitchen. Back in a flash with my purse in one hand and my keys in another, he presented the purse to me with a flourish, then held up the keys and rattled them. “Come on, Mom, let's go!”

It thrilled my mother's heart to see my boy so excited about something new. He'd had a lot of new lately—new house, new neighborhood, new school—that he was not so excited about. How could I deny him this one small thing?

I watched him as he tore out of the room and then out of the house, Shakespeare on his heels. The door slammed behind Mikey, stopping Shakespeare short. He sat there, tail wagging, whining to be let out.

“Sorry, Shakespeare.” I patted him on the head, and pointed to his bed. Shakespeare gave me a mournful look, and then shuffled off to sleep away the hours until our return.

Mikey was already in the car.

“This is no way to get a dog,” I complained as I started the car and pulled onto the rutted dirt road that passed for our street. “We have no idea what this place in Bowlington is like. It might be one of those horrible puppy factories PETA is always going on about.”

“What's PETA?”

“People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals,” I told him. “It's an organization dedicated to making sure that animals are treated well by us humans.” We bounced along for nearly half a mile in silence until we reached the point where our so-called road hit Route 14.

“We're animals, too,” Mikey said, finally.

“True.” I stole a glance at my son. “But we aren't always nice to the other animals in our jungle. Like with these puppy mills, where they breed puppies in crowded, unsafe conditions just to make a quick buck.” I turned onto the county road and headed for the freeway. We passed through the little village center, past the common with its Victorian-style bandstand and the white clapboard town hall, police station, and historical society. The big old trees shimmered in gold and red and yellow. New England at her finest. After twenty years out in La La Land, the timeless rhythm of this Yankee country's seasons provided me with a profound sense of security. We were safe here.

“They hurt the puppies?”

“Sometimes. But mostly they just treat them badly, so that they're sick and overbred and lots of trouble when they grow up.” Just like kids, I thought to myself.

Mikey looked at me. “Trouble how?”

“Some dogs turn out too timid, or too anxious. And some just turn out too mean.” Just like husbands, I thought again. We zipped up the ramp to Route 3, and were on our way to Bowlington.

“Can't you train them?”


God, I hope so, I thought. “Some dogs are untrainable.”

“I bet Papa Colonel could train them,” Mikey said, with a boy's unshakeable belief in his grandfather. Although in truth we all felt that way about my dad. The Colonel was the man you called when you needed someone to rescue POWs or negotiate with hostage-takers or chew out teenage miscreants. Or train your dog. He'd raised Weimaraners and German shorthaired pointers and Great Danes—there wasn't a dog alive he couldn't master.

When I was eight he was stationed in Korea for a year; Mom and I stayed back home in Fort Sill with Dad's latest dog, a lively young and strong vizsla named Red. Red was perfectly well behaved until the Colonel set foot on that plane for Asia. From then on Red was completely unruly; he lunged at postal workers, assaulted male visitors, and barked at everyone else. Mom—not a dog person—was scared of him. I loved him but was far too young to tame the eighty-pound beast. The day he cornered our family priest Father George in the dining room was the day Mom took him to a kennel to stay until Dad came home.

Six months later the Colonel returned from Korea, and after greeting Mom and me warmly, his first course of action was to go get Red. We drove out to the kennel through miles of nothing but tumbleweeds and tarantulas in Dad's new Buick, he at the wheel, Mom in the passenger seat, and me in the back seat. Just like life was supposed to be in 1965.

Some twenty minutes later, we pulled up to a rambling compound cheerfully marked “Kennel,” and we all piled out of the car. Dad strode to the entrance, Mom and I trailing behind.

“I'm here to get Red, the vizsla,” he told the lanky guy with the buzz cut and the Okie twang. The name on his shirt pocket read Bob. Bob ran the place.

“That dog's crazy,” Bob drawled.

“I told you,” Mom whispered to Dad.

“Nonsense.”

“Should be put down.” The guy looked at my father, took in his perfectly pressed uniform and the gleaming silver oak leaves on his shoulders. “Sir.”

“Nonsense,” Dad repeated. “Let's see him.”

We followed Bob and Dad through the kennel, a noisy, strongsmelling warren of fenced pens full of noisy, strong-smelling dogs. We passed German shepherds and golden retrievers and Irish setters, black Labradors and Weimaraners and bloodhounds, beagles and bassets and dachshunds. All lively, loud, tail-thumping dogs hoping that we were coming for them. But we weren't. We kept on walking, past dozens and dozens of cages. Finally, at the very back of the kennel, in a pen taller than the others, a crazed streak of growling, snapping aggression flung itself against the wire walls over and over again. Red.

“Wow.” I turned to my mom. “What happened to him?”

“I told you that dog was out of control,” my mother said to my father. He ignored her. My mother held me back as Dad approached Red.

“Let me get the hook for him,” Bob said.

“Unnecessary.” My father reached for the latch on the cage.

“I wouldn't go in there if I were you,” Bob was yelling now, so he could be heard over Red's wild barking.

The Colonel opened the door. Red leapt.

“Down, Red, down!” commanded the Colonel in the voice I knew from personal experience could bring little girls and grown men alike to tears.

Only Bob was surprised when Red stopped mid-lunge and dropped to the cement floor with a whimper.

“Come!” Dad put his hand out and Red crawled to him, tail wagging at warp speed. Dad patted Red's head and scratched his ears. “Good dog.”

The Colonel walked out of the cage, Red at his heels. “We'll see ourselves out,” he said to Bob.

Bob grinned. “Yes, sir.”




Dad would approve of my getting Mikey a puppy. After all, he helped my daughter Alexis adopt a cute little Welsh corgi from the pound for her tenth birthday; when my son Greg turned eleven he and the Colonel came home with a rottweiler—Great Dane mix. He believed that dogs were good for kids—and vice versa.

“You're right,” I told Mikey. “Papa Colonel can train any dog.” If only he were here in Massachusetts instead of thousands of miles away in Las Vegas—then he could help us train this new puppy, I thought. “But we're on our own,” I told Mikey. “We'll have to train this puppy ourselves.”

“Piece of cake,” Mikey said.

Piece of cake.




The Puppy Palace sat just inside the city limits of Bowlington in a large old Victorian home. Clean and cheerful, it looked more like a well-run daycare center than the sordid puppy mill of my imagination.

“We're here for a puppy,” Mikey told the sweet-faced, white-haired dog breeder at the front desk.

“Are you now,” she said, her voice full of Irish smiles. “Well, you've come to the right place, young man.” She pointed to the left. “Why don't you take a look at the wee ones, then?”

Mikey bounded down the hall toward the irresistible call of joyful puppy noise.

“Thank you,” I said to the puppy lady, and hurried after my son.

I found him in a big, bright room that had once been a sun porch. Playpens full of adorable puppies lined the walls. Tiny and fluffy and yappy little pooches, too lovely for words—a stylish cacophony of eight-week-old Yorkies and Shih Tzus and Lhasa apsos. Toy poodles and Chihuahuas and Pekingese. All of whom would fit perfectly into a Kate Spade bag, even once they were full-grown. If Paris Hilton were running a kennel, I thought, this would be it.

Mikey ran from one puppy to another, excited and happy. “Look at this one, Mom! Look at this one!”

They were all beyond cute, but I knew that these pretty puffy balls of beribboned fur were far too feminine for my boy. Oh, at twelve he might fall head over heels in love with one; but by fourteen he'd die of testosterone-driven embarrassment before he'd be seen walking such a girly dog in public. He certainly wasn't going to carry it around in his purse. If we went home with one of these trendy creatures, the chi chi canine would end up being mine—not Mikey's. And I already had a perfectly good dog in Shakespeare.

“They are darling,” I said, noncommittal. I moved from playpen to playpen, desperately seeking a manly little dog. One who wouldn't look so good in a pink puppy tutu.

It had been a long time since I'd actually purchased a dog. Our pets had always come from the pound, ours for only a small donation and the cost of spaying when required. But these designer pups were purebred beauties—with price tags to match. The average price of a puppy here was $500; some brought as much as $1,000. I calculated the state of my meager savings, recently depleted by the extra closing costs on the house that had run me $4,000 I had not expected. I still needed a washer and a dryer, curtains and rods, a dishwasher … and all the other sundries you needed when you moved into a new home. Not to mention as a proud homeowner I'd just doubled my monthly expenses in mortgages, taxes, and property insurance. The raise that came with my new job helped, but for the first time in forever I'd actually need the child support that by law I should receive but in fact rarely did. I'd informed my ex that he needed to start paying support more regularly now, but that was no guarantee I'd actually get it, short of hiring a pricey attorney in California to make it happen. More money I didn't have. I shut my eyes, and wondered—not for the first time—how I could possibly pull off the perfect suburban family life as a single mom.

“Mom?”

I opened my eyes to find Mikey standing before me, holding a wriggling white powder puff with two dark eyes and a pink tongue that licked Mikey's cheek with vigor.

“Isn't she cute?”

“Yes,” I said slowly, looking out of the corner of my eye at the price tag on the bichon frisé's pen. $1,000. There went my washer and dryer. I turned my attention back to my son. “She's adorable now. But she won't be a puppy forever. She'll grow up into one of those frilly lap dogs. Are you really going to want a girly dog to call your own when you're fourteen … sixteen … eighteen?” I held my breath.

Mikey thought about that, then handed me the puppy. “You may be right, Mom. We'll just have to get a bigger dog. A guy's dog, like a black Lab or a golden retriever.” He looked around. “I don't see any of those here. This is a small-dog place.”

“Whoa, buddy.” I set the little bichon frisé carefully back down in her pen. “We already have a big dog. And a cat. And you and me in the world's smallest house.”

“But, Mom ….”

“We agreed that you'd get a small dog. There has to be something here.” I pushed Mikey toward the back of the room. “Let's keep looking.”

I spotted a pair of dachshunds. “Now those are cute. But not too cute.”

“I don't want a wiener dog, Mom.”

“Okay, okay.” I laughed. “How about this little pug? Pugs are great dogs.”

Mikey leaned toward me. “I think they're kind of ugly,” he whispered, so as not to offend the jowly little puppy.

“I see.” We were nearly to the end of the line of pens—and running out of options. If I didn't find the right pup fast right here at the Puppy Palace, I'd soon be tripping over some drooling, lumbering, 200-pound Saint Bernard in my postage-stamp living room. Please God, I thought.

And then I spotted him. The answer to my puppy prayers. A sweet, silky-eared beagle baby, sleeping peacefully in the midst of all the yipping and yapping of his fussy little puppy peers.

“Look,” I said to Mikey, “it's Snoopy!”

“Shush, Mom, he's sleeping.” Mikey leaned over the pen to get a closer look. At the sound of my son's gentle voice, the little beagle opened his big brown eyes and looked right into Mikey's heart. He was a goner.

“See? You woke him up.”

“That's okay,” I said, smiling at Mikey's newly paternal tone. “Why don't you introduce yourself?”

Mikey reached in and pulled the drowsy dog up into his arms. “He's so soft. Feel his ears, Mom.”

I scratched the puppy's sleek, russet-colored ears. He was cute. And he seemed so mellow. Mellow was good. We needed a puppy who wouldn't annoy his elders, namely Shakespeare and Isis. The affable Shakespeare might overlook some youthful antics, but the exacting Isis undoubtedly would not. That wise feline did not suffer any fools—read dogs—gladly. A harebrained hound could find himself on the wrong side of the cat's claws in a flash.

“Why don't you take him to our playroom?” The white-haired puppy lady appeared as if on cue to seal the doggie deal.

Mikey grinned. “Cool.”

“It's the door just past the last pen.”

I watched my son cradle the little dog in his arms like the big baby he was and carry him carefully into the playroom.

“He's larger than these other puppies,” I said, considering the relative size of the little balls of fluff yapping around us.

“He's a bigger breed. And he's older.”

“Older?” I raised an eyebrow.

“He's six months old. Most of these puppies are six to eight weeks old.”

I frowned. “Does that mean there's something wrong with him?” Surreptitiously I checked out the price tag on his pen: $500. I was not spending five hundred bucks on a defective dog.

“It means he's had all his shots and is housebroken.” She smiled at me.

“Housebroken,” I repeated. What a beautiful word.


“Let's see how they're doing together, shall we?” She led me into the playroom, where Mikey was on his hands and knees, giggling as his new best friend licked his face all over.

“Yuck,” I said. “Doggie cooties.”

“Oh, Mom.” Mikey rolled his eyes. The dog kept on licking.

“I guess he likes you.”

“Yeah.” Mikey laughed. “I like him, too. He's the one, Mom.”

“Are you sure? We don't know anything about beagles.”

“We don't need to know anything. He's a good dog.”

“We could go home, research beagles online, and then come back ….” My voice trailed off.

“Mom!”

“We send puppies back to the breeder if we haven't sold them by the time they're six months old,” said the puppy lady. “He's due to go back Monday.”

“We'll take him,” Mikey told her. Then he fixed me with his sternest gaze. “We're taking him, Mom.”

“How much is he?” I asked her, knowing full well I was about to shell out my dishwasher money for this loveable lump of fur.

“Usually five hundred,” she said, “but since it's his last weekend, he's actually on sale.”

I loved a good sale. “So?”

“Fifty percent off.”

Only $250. Such a deal. Visions of dishwashers danced in my head. “Sold!”

The puppy lady smiled.

Mikey whooped.

The startled puppy yelped.

And so the howling began.
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