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Praise for Part Wild


“Terrill . . . shares her experiences in a memoir that is impossible to put down, even as it breaks the reader’s heart.”


—Shelf Awareness


“This introspective and lyrical book will be an eye-opener for all lovers of dogs.”


—Booklist


“A lifetime dog lover experiences the pleasures and pitfalls of domesticating a wolf-dog hybrid [in this] readable, cautionary, and dependably informative [book] for staunch animal enthusiasts.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The natural world inspires, but attempts to contain its wildness can have dangerous implications. This is the lesson environmental journalist Terrill learns in her candid memoir of the healing and strength she sought in a ‘wolfdog.’”


—Publishers Weekly


“Ceiridwen Terrill’s deeply moving and disturbing saga of her dedicated and valiant attempts to share her life with a purpose-bred wolfdog pup. Interwoven with well-researched information about wolves and domestication, with visits to several breeding facilities and sanctuaries for abandoned hybrids, this book should be read by all who might contemplate buying one of these poor misfits, of which there are some 300,000 in the United States. Their conflicted natures almost invariably lead to a tragic end, and yet the moments of pure wildness that united the spirits of the author and her wolfdog, Inyo, will touch the soul.”


—Agweek.com


“Terrill’s thought-provoking examination brims with history and analysis, complemented with a colorful, sharply etched portrait of living life on the wild side. That sobering challenge is captured passionately in this empowering read.”


—Seattledogshow.org


“Part Wild is a brutally honest testament to the differences between dogs and wolves. I can’t think of anything I’ve read lately that made me more grateful to have dogs in my life . . . the book is so good and so honest and so very, very important.”


—Patricia McConnell Ph.D., certified applied animal behaviorist (CAAB), theotherendoftheleash.com
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For Inyo




You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed.


—Antoine de Saint Exupéry, The Little Prince





Author’s Note


I grew up loving dogs, from the free puppies in a cardboard box outside the 7-Eleven—my mother said no and broke my little-kid heart—to the Welsh corgi of my teenage years, my perfect mimic right down to the resentful glance over one shoulder as we slunk off to my room. Then by chance, at a particularly sad and frightening time in my life, I met an animal labeled “wolfdog” and decided that only a wolfdog could be the kind of companion I was looking for.


Wolfdog breeders believe that introducing a “wild streak” into the dog genome helps to reverse the damage caused by domestication, and produces an animal smarter, stronger, and more independent than a dog. To find out if they’re right, I spent five years tracking down geneticists, wolf biologists, and dog trainers. To grasp the differences between wolves and dogs, I turned skulls over in my hands, peered at teeth, studied paw prints in the snow, and trained my telephoto lens on Half-Tail, a young female wolf of the Agate Creek Pack, as she howled to her pack mates. I found clues in genetics, in behavioral studies, and in theories about the origins of the dog. I hopped planes to Texas and Siberia, attended wolf conferences, visited a wildlife forensics lab, and drove dusty back roads to meet breeders and animal-rescue folks.


Right or not, wolfdog breeders wouldn’t be in business without buyers drawn to the idea of bonding with a part-wild creature, as if surmounting the difficulties of that kind of relationship—as opposed to simply enjoying the easy one with dogs—will fill a great hole in their hearts. That’s why I can’t explain wolfdogs’ genetics, behavior, or the difficulty of keeping them without revealing the reasons for my own longing and telling the story of my life with a wolfdog.


It’s impossible to write about wolfdogs without writing about dogs, the canines designed to be our friends, and about wolves too, the wild creatures who neither need nor want a bond with humans. A book about wolfdogs has to contain it all—the personal desires whetted by myth, political battles in the borderlands where wild ways and human enterprise clash, and the complex and sometimes conflicting scientific studies that seek to expand our knowledge of all the creatures within the genus Canis.


Writing a book that combines the personal with science has meant becoming a little like a wolfdog myself: a zweiweltenkind—a child of two worlds.





CHAPTER ONE



April Fools


But ask now the beasts, and they shall teach thee.


—Job 12:7


Even in April, Tucson can be chilly in the middle of the night. Shivering in my Blue Space Monkey pajamas, I shifted into first and steered Hanna down Ajo Way toward Leda’s housing development, streetlights casting a smoky pink hue over the desert. In the glare of my headlights, a coyote crossed the road. Bad sign in the Navajo tradition. “I’m not Navajo, so it doesn’t count,” I said, but kissed my fingers and then touched Hanna’s dashboard three times just in case.


I’d ignored signs before and been sorry for it—Eddie’s thick down-turned brows and sideways look when I went on a coffee date with a girlfriend, and just a few months after we’d started dating, the late-night appearances at my apartment to make sure I wasn’t out with another man. “Sorry for waking you,” he’d say, the shadow of his Indiana Jones hat large in the porch light. “It’s just that I love you so much.”


I’d only navigated Leda’s subdivision during daylight hours, and now, at 1:30 in the morning, all the houses looked the same. I tried streets named after faraway Tennessee, Virginia, Iowa, and Ohio. “Better get over here,” Leda had said on the phone. “They’re coming.” By the time I found her house and poked my head into the bathroom, one pup, a female, had already been born, and she sucked at a teat. Loop, Leda’s wolfdog, lay on rags near a pile of towels and a heating pad, and Leda beckoned me to sit close and watch. Out came another pup, ash gray like her sister. The pups wriggled and squeaked, their flat faces dashed with dark fur under each eye. Like domestic dog puppies, they wouldn’t open their eyes for another two weeks, but those black smudges made them appear ready to battle the glare and surprise of the world.


Wolfdog puppies weigh a pound at birth, about the same as dog puppies. Born deaf and blind, and with an undeveloped sense of smell, they rely entirely on touch and taste. The first two pups found their mother’s nipples by lifting their heads and moving them side to side. When a teat brushed their tiny black noses, they grabbed and sucked. Leda handed me a dark gray male pup just born, and showed me how to cut and tie the umbilical cord with dental floss. The knot would eventually dry and fall off, she said, placing the pup on a teat.


The fourth and last sac slid out and Loop moaned. This pup had been born fully enclosed. I pinched the amniotic sac with my fingernails, opening it first around the pup’s face and then peeling away the rest of the membrane. It was another little female, but she wasn’t breathing. Handing me a washcloth, Leda told me to dry the pup to stimulate crying, which was supposed to clear the fluid from her mouth and airway. She still didn’t breathe. Leda showed me how to lay the pup flat on her belly in my palm, fingertips supporting her chin. Cupping my other hand over her back, I raised the pup over my head, and with a quick jerking motion, brought my hands toward the floor. The sudden movement cleared out the last of the fluid and allowed air to flow into her lungs. She cried as I stroked her belly and tied off the umbilical cord.


Although this last pup looked just like the others who went about their newborn business, feeding contentedly, she didn’t behave like them. She strained against Leda and me as we held her, as if human skin burned to the touch. I placed her on a teat. She skidded down Loop’s belly to the floor. I lifted her to another nipple. Again she slid off. The third time I placed my palm under her bum until she got a good grip. Her cries muted as she drank, her face disappearing into Loop’s thick belly fur.


I have always loved the creature that struggles. I whispered, “I think she’s the one.”





CHAPTER TWO



Yearnings


The more I see of man, the more I like dogs.


—Madame de Staël


Two years before Loop gave birth and I chose that little pup for my own, I’d been living with Eddie in a small Texas town. He’d brought me a couple of mixed-breed puppies after the first bruises had shown. So of course I forgave him. He cried into my lap, saying how sorry he was. “I’m just passionate. I can’t help it.” The routine of feeding and brushing the pups I named Zoe and Jack became a refuge for me, and I was their protector when Eddie yelled at them, cursing their accidents in the house until they squealed and hid under my skirt. But Zoe and Jack were lost to me when I boarded a plane to get away from Eddie and return to my family in Oregon. Eddie called a friend of mine and left a one-liner on her voice mail: “Tell her that I will find her, and her dogs are dead.”


I called a woman I knew in Eddie’s town, but all she could tell me was that the dogs seemed to be gone. I paced the hallway up and down, up and down. Eddie said they were dead. But maybe they weren’t. Maybe he gave them away. What happened? “What do you mean, gone?” I said.


“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I don’t know any more.”


Leaving my dogs meant failing them, and there was nothing I could do to make it right.


      *  *  *


A year after I left Eddie, I enrolled in a graduate program in Tucson and promised myself that I would rescue a dog and keep it safe.


Knowing nothing of wolfdogs, I walked the fluorescent-lighted hallways of the Pima Animal Care Center, the ghosts of Zoe and Jack at my heels, and greeted rows of dogs, rubbing their ears through the wire. Then I heard a low moaning howl from a room at the end of the hall. The door, marked Employees Only, barred entrance to the ward where sick and aggressive and otherwise unadoptable dogs were kept. When no one was looking I wiggled the knob. The door swung open and I slipped inside. The howl had come from a slender-legged creature wearing a grizzle-gray coat, his neck collared by a white ruff, head too big for his skinny body. The card on his cage read “Cochise: male wolfdog hybrid.” As a kid I’d read Jack London’s White Fang, a novel about a wolfdog, but I’d never seen a real wolfdog before.


While the other shelter dogs pawed the chain link, desperate for human touch, Cochise lurked at the back of his cage, keeping as much distance from me as he could. I moved in for a closer look, but he stiffened, hackles pricked, tail high and quivering. I jumped back. His black nails ticked on the cement, a low growl in his throat. I saw the wolf in him, a certain wildness in his yellow eyes, his body hunched and ready to run. Yet when he watched the door, the expectation in his eyes gleamed. He waited for the one person who could touch him, who could lead him out of this place. Who was he, and why had he not come?


As I watched Cochise I felt an extra tenderness toward him, and something broken inside me righted itself. At Eddie’s house I’d felt like a prisoner too. Inside the cracked and leaning walls of the adobe, I’d paced the warped pine floors where water pooled when it rained. He would glare if I talked on the phone, alert to any hint that I might be criticizing him. If I took a simple walk, he would yell, “You whore, you went to your other boyfriend’s house, didn’t you.”


I’d been drifting, living out of my backpack and feeling like a failure when Eddie had appeared, a man with his own little construction business and a house he was fixing up to live in. He told me I was the perfect woman for him, pretty and smart. “You’re meant to be with me,” he’d said. I don’t know why I believed him. It was lazy to stitch my life to his because he had the charm and confidence I wanted for myself. I knew how to be independent. At twenty-three I’d worked as a wilderness ranger for the Forest Service, doing six-day stints in the mountains of northern California, shooing black bears from my camp and drinking beer with pot growers who did not want to be turned in by no stinking ranger. I’d traveled alone for months in Central America. And yet there I was, a woman with no car, no job, and no friends in that faraway Texas town where voices warbled in the phone lines when the wind blew—wondering what I’d done to make Eddie shatter a coffee cup on the wall next to my head.


Early one morning, months after I’d moved in with Eddie, I called my mother in Oregon and whispered, “I need help,” the folds of my nightgown stained with blood. I whispered so Eddie couldn’t hear, but also because everything about me, even my voice, had grown tiny.


Now deep into a graduate program in Arizona, making friends again and living well on my own, I felt purposeful and determined. If the person Cochise waited for didn’t come, I would get him out of there. I’d become the person he could trust. I stood in front of his cage only a minute more, then slipped out of the room and approached the front desk. “I want to adopt that wolfdog,” I said.


The officer shook her head. The shelter’s policy prohibited wolfdog adoption because the animals were considered part wild. Cochise could only be returned to his rightful owner. The man had been contacted, but if he didn’t come within seventy-two hours Cochise would be euthanized.


When I told her that I could give Cochise a good home, that I spent every weekend hiking and all summer backpacking in the mountains, the officer said Cochise had been in the pound before. He often roamed the neighborhood and had bitten two people, including a kid trying to pull her cat from his jaws. He would not be adopted out.


I was certain Cochise wandered and struck out because he was frightened. Whenever I knew Eddie would be gone for several hours, I wandered along the broken sidewalks of Tipton Street past Old Town Plaza, stepping aside as mothers hurried their children toward Our Lady of Sorrows, the bells announcing morning service. As I made my way down Market Street to the Brazos River, I hoped none of the shop owners had spotted me. The ones Eddie knew well would report whom I’d spoken to, how long I’d lingered. Ducking under the Brazos River Bridge, I hiked the trail along the river, counting steps—one, two, three, four—until I reached the edge of town, where meadows rolled out of sight across the interstate. Sometimes I walked along that invisible line for an hour, daring myself to cross the highway and keep going. But my will always slackened, and I counted the steps back to town, añiles del muerto, sunflowers of the dead, bobbing their heads above beer cans and empty plastic oil containers. Pigeons scratched the tin roof of the abandoned grain mill where I climbed into the boughs of a sprawling cottonwood. My body cradled there, I touched the tree trunk three times with my fingertips and only then dared to look at the tooth marks on my shoulder. He said it was just rough sex, but it felt like rage to me, especially when he’d caress my neck, fitting his fingers perfectly into the prints he’d made there.


I left the pound without a dog and without Cochise. But the more I thought about adopting him, the fewer laps I made around my apartment, checking and rechecking doors and windows to be sure they were really locked and no one could get in. I was braver about taking the garbage out at night, less fearful that Eddie would step out of the shadows, smoking one of his Drum cigarettes: “I told you I’d find you. You’re mine.”


No, I was not. Cochise would be there. He would walk a circle of protection around me, and if Eddie tried to touch me, Cochise would make him run for his pickup. But there’d be no refuge from my wolfdog. Cochise would launch his body at the cab, sending Eddie packing forever.


I called the pound the next day and got the automated service menu. Since I couldn’t get a human on the horn, I drove to the shelter again, slipping into the quarantine room undetected. Cochise remembered me. His tail hung down and slightly away from his hocks, and his guard hairs lay smooth across his shoulders. Maybe he would understand dog language. I put my body into an upside-down V—palms on the floor, fanny in the air—mimicking a dog’s play bow. He responded with a greeting bow of his own and then lay down with his chin on his paws, blinking at me. I imagined that in some way I’d reached him.


I approached the front desk again and received the same answers. No, the owner hasn’t returned our calls, and no, you can’t adopt him.


Two days later Cochise was gone. “His owner didn’t claim him,” the officer said. “I’m sorry. It’s policy.”


I should have pushed harder, demanded to speak to Cochise’s owner, to know why he hadn’t come. If my family hadn’t claimed me, I might still have had Eddie yelling in my face, “You’re lucky to be with me, you lost little nothing.” My aunt, my cousin, my mother—these women came for me, said I belonged to them and made a way for me to go home. I’d read about La Loba, The Wolf Woman, a strong, healthy woman with a fierce, independent spirit.1 I wanted to be fierce like that, to stand up for myself and protect the members of my pack. With Cochise gone, I was determined to rescue another wolfdog, to be the pack for the one who had none.


If I couldn’t adopt a wolfdog from a shelter, I would find a rescue. I typed “wolfdog rescue” on Yahoo! and more than 28,000 hits popped up, not all for wolfdogs. Many of the listings weren’t rescues or adoption agencies at all, but advertisements for exotic pets like bucket-fed, halter-trained zebra colts selling for $8,000: “Reasonable offers considered, or will trade for mid-to high-content intact male wolfdog.” Another hit offered veiled chameleons and their cages for $199. There were ads for baby bearded dragons and capuchin monkeys, and animals I’d never heard of, like a cotton-topped tamarin, a small, long-tailed South American monkey, “diaper and leash trained, very loving. Wears baby clothes and sucks his thumb. Likes to lie around and watch TV with you.”


Finally I hit on a sanctuary in North Carolina with wolfdogs for adoption. I called and spoke to Marisa, the owner, who asked if I had a place to keep such a large energetic animal. I told her that although my apartment had only a small fenced yard, I spent most of my time hiking and backpacking and would take my wolfdog everywhere.


“I have a real singer for you—his name is Alaska.” He was a 150-pound timber wolf–malamute mix, she said, strong and loyal. His howl was the most beautiful sound I would ever hear. “He’s very loving, but doesn’t trust men,” Marisa added. “They abused him.”


Perfect, I thought.


      *  *  *


In Texas with Eddie I’d dreamed of a Volkswagen camper van with a pop-top, propane stove, and refrigerator. That van could save me, I thought. I would sneak away in the middle of the night and drive and drive. After my escape, I’d traded in an old stamp collection and bought Hanna, a twenty-year-old sky-blue VW Westy. Loading her with natural history books and brochures about California’s Inyo National Forest, I drove ten hours to the bristlecone pines I’d read about, trees that corkscrew out of the ground, their twisted grain making them better able to withstand a dry climate and unforgiving winds. That first night under the knotted limbs of two-thousand-year-old trees, I read about a young jay’s first encounter with a monarch butterfly. Ignoring the dazzling orange and black wings that shout poison! the jay eats the butterfly, vomits, and learns the lesson, avoiding all monarchs in the future. I realized that although the reasons for human behavior, particularly my own, had so often eluded me, the natural world made sense. I vowed to be like the jay and avoid my own kind of poison.


Now I could go anywhere and take my wolfdog with me. When Marisa told me that Alaska would bond with me and protect me for the rest of his life, I knew he would have the fierceness of spirit I so wished for myself. We would spend days summiting peaks in the Sierras and the Cascades, descending into cool lake basins at dusk where we’d grow sleepy together around a campfire. I’d have a companion who could keep up with me in the wilderness, the wolf in him able to conquer steep terrain and surging river crossings. At home he would sleep on the bed, all 150 pounds of him sprawled across the mattress. I’d give him all the room he needed and a fridge stockpiled with beef bones. No more checking the doors and windows every ten minutes to be sure they were locked. Alaska would protect me, and I could quit running.


“Just by talking to you I sense you’re perfect for this boy,” Marisa said, explaining that she was Lakota and Cherokee, which enabled her to see into people and know their true intentions. “I have a spirit feeling that he’s the right companion for you.”


To guarantee Alaska’s adoption, Marisa told me to send a $300 deposit right away. I express-mailed a check that afternoon and told friends about Alaska, the wolfdog companion I would soon fly out from North Carolina. I called Marisa to tell her I had transport for Alaska on United Airlines.


“I have to get the adoption papers together,” she said. “Just haven’t had time. This place is a zoo and three of my volunteers quit. Don’t worry. Alaska is your baby. You’ll have him by Christmas.”


I waited a week and called again. Marisa told me to be patient, that she would send pictures of Alaska along with the adoption papers. Another week passed. When nothing arrived, I phoned again, and after leaving several messages finally reached her. “We have a slight problem,” she said, and explained that Alaska’s owner had left him at the rescue three years earlier with the understanding that he was to be kenneled there until she could come back for him. After three years with only sporadic payment for kenneling, Marisa figured Alaska’s owner had disappeared for good, so she put him up for adoption to place him in a good home and recoup her costs. But now, out of nowhere, the woman had returned and paid her boarding bill with interest.


“But you didn’t say anything about this!” My voice cracked. With the phone cradled against my ear, I paced the apartment, checking the windows to make sure they were locked. I turned clockwise in a circle and then unwound myself. I’d fallen in love with an animal I’d never even met. Alaska was mine and then he wasn’t. Why hadn’t Marisa told me about his history?


“I’m so sorry,” Marisa said. “I really thought she was out of the picture.”


When I asked if I could get my deposit back to put toward the adoption fee for another wolfdog, she said, “That’s considered a donation to our sanctuary here, and we really appreciate it.”





CHAPTER THREE



Voodoo


No animal should ever jump up on the dining-room furniture unless absolutely certain that he can hold his own in the conversation.


—Fran Lebowitz


Just when I’d decided to forget about wolfdogs, go back to the pound and rescue a regular dog like a normal person, Heather, a grad school classmate, called. “We’re going to see some wolves,” she said. “That’ll cheer you up.” She explained that her friend Leda owned wolves and planned to breed them for a spring litter. I’d wanted to rescue an adult wolfdog, not buy a puppy, but Heather didn’t give me a chance to decline. “Pick you up in ten,” she said.


When her car pulled into the driveway, I locked the door to my apartment and wiggled the knob to make sure the door was secure. Before I could step off the doormat, I had to turn in a circle clockwise and then unwind myself. It was the only way I could feel safe. But I couldn’t let Heather see. How could I tell her that if I didn’t do these circles just right, according to the ritual I’d made up for myself, Eddie might be waiting for me when I got back? I hadn’t told Heather or anyone about Eddie or his promise to find me no matter where I ran. A few nights earlier, I’d come home and found a dozen red roses on my doorstep. The card read Happy Anniversary Sweetheart. Eddie had found me.


“Hang on a second,” I said, and turned my body clockwise toward her car, completing half the circle. Heather didn’t seem to notice, nodding her head to a U2 song on the radio. “Forgot something,” I called. “Be right back.” I unlocked the door and finished the circle. This was the same circle I’d made in front of the post office box I’d rented in Texas when I’d applied to graduate schools in secret. I checked the box daily, shoving my arm in to the elbow to make sure I hadn’t missed a letter wedged at the back. One day I circled right, circled left, inserted the key—and there were three acceptance letters and only one rejection. My magic had worked. Now in the kitchen of my Tucson student apartment, I unwound myself and stepped back outside, careful not to make any clockwise gestures or I’d have to start over. As I climbed into Heather’s car, I told myself that Eddie would not be there when I returned. I’d made sure of that.


Heather drove us to a Tucson suburb where the houses sat close together, shrubs pushing through the cracks of thin fences separating each yard. We parked in front of a split-level on a cul-de-sac, and Leda met us at the door, a woman in her early forties wrapped in an orange terry-cloth robe, her cropped blond hair wet and slicked back. She beckoned us through a sliding glass door into the backyard, her bare feet slapping the dirt as she led us to the wolves. From a roofed chain-link kennel, one of the creatures howled. “Meet Voodoo,” Leda said, and told us that he was a pure wolf, mostly Mackenzie Valley, a subspecies of gray wolf.1


The hair on my arms pricked from the sound. I’d never seen anything like Voodoo. His spine and legs were long, and his tail hung to the ground. His yellow eyes blazed as he studied me. From behind Voodoo, another wolfy-looking creature gave me the once-over and put its nose in the air. Leda introduced us to Loop, a female mix of gray wolf and Siberian husky. Loop was shorter and stockier than Voodoo, and her dark amber eyes contrasted with his gold ones. Both animals had huge paws, their nails clicking on the concrete floor as they paced the length of their kennel, two strides down—their movements liquid and purposeful—two strides back.


As she unwound the loops of chain securing the kennel gate, Leda saw my baffled look at the monster-size padlock. “Wolves and wolfdogs are clever,” she said. “Smarter than regular dogs. Hell, they’re smarter than most people.” Wolves, she said, had to see something done only one time to know how to do it themselves. “If they watch you unlatch a gate, they’ll do it the second your back is turned.” She wedged a hip through the opening and Voodoo stood on his hind legs and pawed the air while Loop rubbed her head on Leda’s robe. A breeze rolled tufts of fur around my ankles as Leda handed me a leash. We walked the animals into the house where they were allowed social time with people.


Loop paced the living room, jumped on the couch and off again, picked up a sock and trotted into the bathroom. “Forgot to close that door,” Leda said when Loop reappeared with a roll of toilet paper. Meanwhile, Voodoo had trotted upstairs and lifted his leg on a rack of magazines. “Damn it, Voodoo! Get down here.” He glanced at Leda calmly, turned his back, and disappeared into a bedroom, returning with a pair of her underpants.


Leda shook her head. “You have to be tough with them. Show them you’re alpha.” Voodoo dropped Leda’s panties at the top of the stairwell and flowed down the stairs like quicksilver. From another room, I heard sounds of gunfire and men shouting. “That’s my boyfriend, Rich,” Leda said, nodding to a tall, bearded man who appeared in the doorway. Rich kneeled on the floor in front of Voodoo and looked him in the eyes, cooing “Good boy. You’re such a handsome boy.” Voodoo curled his upper lip, exposing teeth evolved to skewer prey and rip hide and muscle.


“Stop that, Rich,” Leda said. “You’re confusing him by being lower to the ground. You’re supposed to be the dominant one. And for God’s sakes, don’t stare him in the eyes. He might bite your face off.”


Rich scrunched his lips as if his shoes were too tight and retreated the way he’d come. The sound of gunfire resumed. “He’s such a little boy,” Leda said, sighing, “still playing video games. If I don’t make his lunch, he’ll forget to eat. But what a computer genius—I can’t resist him.”


Leda served us iced tea while we sat on the couch to look through a stack of photo albums featuring all the wolves and wolfdogs she’d owned over the years. She pointed to a picture of a large white wolf named Kid and identified him as an Ellesmere Arctic, a wolf of Ellesmere Island, the northernmost island in the Arctic Archipelago.2 She told us that she’d trained Kid for search and rescue work, although he’d never done it professionally. “He liked the training sessions,” she said, “but I doubt he would have worked off lead if he wasn’t interested in the game.” She also showed us pictures of Voodoo’s parents and one of his siblings, a female named Grendel, whom she described as bad-tempered and stubborn, nothing like Voodoo or their parents.


Leda explained that people typically crossed wolves with Siberian huskies, Alaskan malamutes, and German shepherds. “You can see the husky in Loop,” she said, pointing to Loop’s tail, which sometimes curved over her back. “The tails of pure wolves never curl.”


Voodoo sidled up to Leda with a lowered body posture and tried to lick her mouth. “He’d never let anybody hurt me,” she said, stroking his head. “Wolves know who belongs in their pack and who doesn’t.” She told us she felt safe with Voodoo around, that if an intruder broke into the house, Voodoo would never let him out. She described his massive jaw strength, 1,500 pounds per square inch, twice as much as a German shepherd’s. “I’d come home and scrape a dead burglar off the floor.”


We sipped our tea and watched Loop and Voodoo circle the coffee table and climb up and down the stairs. Voodoo peed on a potted rubber plant. “That’s it,” Leda said. “Enough visiting. Out.” She walked Voodoo to the kennel, then returned to wipe up the urine with a wad of paper towels. As she mopped the floor, she told us she was going to let Loop and Voodoo breed. Dogs can have puppies when they’re still practically puppies themselves, Leda told us, but wolves usually don’t mature sexually until they’re something like twenty-two months old.3 Voodoo was about to turn three, and two-year-old Loop would soon come into her first heat. “I’m dying to see the pups these guys throw,” she said. “Both of them are so good-natured I know the pups will come out gorgeous and sweet-tempered.”


She went on to tell us that because Voodoo was pure wolf and Loop was 75% wolf, their puppies would be 87.5% wolf. She called this calculation the “pedigree method,” and explained the basic arithmetic, simply averaging the percentage of wolf heritage in the parents. Loop’s puppies would be what Leda referred to as “high-content wolfdogs.” “They’ll be a handful,” she said, “but worth the effort.”


Much later I would learn that this “pedigree method” and the “wolf content” derived from it are unreliable in predicting the amount of wolfiness in a litter of wolfdog puppies. Depending on their ancestry, even puppies within the same litter may vary widely in appearance, temperament, and behavior. Still, breeders like to advertise a percentage of “wolf content” in the puppies they sell, with a premium on “high-content” animals.


When I told Leda about my failed rescue of Cochise, describing him as a wolf hybrid, she corrected me, saying that the term “hybrid” was wrong. “Dogs and wolves are the same species,” she said. “A dog is just the dumbed-down version.” For Leda, domestication had ruined a perfectly good animal—the wolf—which had degenerated from a kind of super canine to a dopey and dependent dog. To reverse the damage, the logical thing to do was to breed the wolf back in.4 I wondered but didn’t ask: Why, if wolves and dogs were the same species, did they behave so differently?


  *  *  *

Though most European scientists consider the domestic dog a separate species, in 1993, the Smithsonian Institute and the American Society of Mammalogists reclassified the domestic dog from a distinct species, Canis familiaris— the familiar canine—to Canis lupus familiaris, adding lupus or “wolf” to the name and making Fido a subspecies of gray wolf. The reclassification of the dog has enjoyed increasing popularity as a result, in part, of studies that show that mitochondrial DNA (genetic material inherited from the mother), is strikingly similar, almost identical in wolves and dogs. Of course, mitochondrial DNA is only part of the genetic picture. Nuclear gene information, when it becomes available, will provide a more complete ancestral profile.5


But morphologists, who study the structure of animals, would say that dogs and wolves are different. While northern breeds like the husky and the malamute may look wolfy on the outside, the differences in skull shape and dimension are significant, and so are the differences in body structure, eyes, paws, teeth, coat, and ears.


Evolutionists would argue that while dogs and wolves share a common ancestor, as do wolves and coyotes, that doesn’t mean Fido is necessarily the direct descendant of the wolf, and certainly not of the modern wolf. As a scientist who studies animal behavior, ethologist Ádám Miklósi points out that while genetic data shows that the gray wolf is the nearest living relative of the dog, it is not likely a direct ancestor.6 Instead, the wolf and the dog probably share a common ancestor, making them what biologist and dog behaviorist Jan Koler-Matznick calls “sister species.”7 Geneticist Bridgett vonHoldt explained it to me this way: “The most recent common ancestor of the modern-day wolf and modern-day dog was neither a wolf nor a dog. I think the problem is that when we think about evolutionary history and call this ancient animal a ‘wolf,’ we automatically think of a modern-day wolf. People tend to forget how evolution works.”


Various scientific specialties have different ways of distinguishing a species but they don’t provide much support for Fido’s reassignment. On the other hand, the good old BSC (biological species concept)—the one most of us were taught in high school—may apply a little too well. My sophomore biology teacher Mrs. Rudfelt gave the example of a jackass mating with a mare to produce the sterile mule. These animals were of two different species, she said, because if they mated, their offspring would be sterile. Wolves and dogs can interbreed and produce fertile offspring, so they must be the same species, right? The problem is, coyotes and wolves, whose lineages diverged 1.8–2.5 million years ago, can do it too. In fact, all species within the genus Canis can interbreed and produce fertile offspring.8 Scientists sometimes refer to the whole lot as Canis soupus. But joking aside, since not even American scientists would lump all members of the genus Canis into a single species, or suggest, for example, that the coyote is a subspecies of gray wolf, why do they make a special case for the dog and the wolf?


Carolus Linnaeus, the eighteenth-century Swedish botanist who devised the Latin naming system for plants and animals, would be amazed that American scientists are tampering with his designation Canis familiaris some 250 years later. He would have agreed with modern ecologists who point out that dogs and wolves don’t occupy the same niche. Wolves live in the wild. Dogs live with people. End of discussion. In 1758, when he named the dog the “familiar canine,” the canine people are friends with, Linnaeus used as a species-defining distinction the dog’s quality of being domestic—its ability to befriend and serve people. Biologists and dog trainers Ray and Lorna Coppinger are blunt about it: “A dog is not a wolf, no matter what you call it.” And although they may not want to admit it, wolfdog owners like Leda, and later me, often rely on the doggy part of their animals to help the wolfy part settle into a domestic environment.


Sitting in Leda’s living room that afternoon, I knew nothing about the reclassification debate and very little about the differences between wolves and dogs. Voodoo and Loop, both born and raised in captivity, were very friendly but didn’t seem very domestic or doglike to me. They didn’t care what we were doing. They were busy exploring every nook and cranny of the house. But the truth is, I liked them despite their bad house manners.


“Dogs are human perversions of the wolf,” Leda said, ice cubes cracking as they melted in her glass. She wrinkled her nose in disdain. “They’re developmentally retarded. They grovel and love you even if you beat them. A wolf would never put up with that. You’d be dead.”


I wanted to be like a wolf and fight back when someone tried to hurt me. At the clinic in Texas a nurse had said, “You have bruises on your inner thighs. Dark purple marks.” She held up a mirror between my legs. “It looks like someone bit you. Anything you want to say about that?”


Nodding toward Loop who was pulling books off the shelf and shredding pages, Leda said, “They’re friendly, but they still have a wild streak.” She scooped up the books and told us a story about the time she’d heard scratching on the asphalt shingles and thought all the mourning doves in Tucson had descended on her roof. When she went outside to see what the fuss was about, she discovered that Loop had chewed her way out of the kennel, climbed an old wood pile next to the house, and from the peak of the roof howled down to Leda.


“You can’t control them,” Leda said, “and I love that.”


Leda wasn’t the only one attracted to the idea of a wild streak. When friends asked why I wanted a wolfdog, I would say that only a wolfdog had the strength and endurance to keep up with me on wilderness backpacking trips. But there was more to it than that. Their wildness would make them aloof and wary, I thought. Unlike dogs, and unlike me, they couldn’t be charmed by some sweet-talking stranger. Their trust would have to be earned with patience and hard work, but in return I’d have a wolfdog’s loyalty and protection.


Leda poured more tea. “Heather told me about that wolfdog you tried to adopt from North Carolina. I don’t think he ever existed. That woman just took your money.” Adopting a wolfdog on the Internet was a bad idea, she said, and I’d be better off getting a wolfdog puppy to bond with. “If you socialize them when they’re young, they’ll defend you to the death. And you should really meet the parents to know what you’re getting into. What you see is what you get.”


At the time I wondered why Leda emphasized the importance of meeting the parents when she’d just finished telling me that Voodoo’s sister Grendel was ornery and nothing like her parents. I would come to realize that contradictory assertions like this were common among wolfdog owners.


Loop stretched and yawned and trotted toward the kitchen. Through the entryway I could see her counter-surfing for scraps, her black nose sucking scents like a mini-vac along the lip of the counter.


“You can have one of their puppies if you want,” Leda said. “I plan to sell them for a few hundred dollars, but I’ll give you one for the cost of its first shots.”


How could I, in good conscience, accept a wolfdog puppy? I’d committed myself to the idea of rescue—if not a wolfdog from a sanctuary, then a dog from the pound. But maybe Leda was right and a wolfdog bonded to me at birth would be unconditionally loyal.


“It takes a special person to raise a cub,” Leda said, rising to shoo Loop from the kitchen where she’d just peed on a pile of clean laundry.


My resolve was wearing thin, but I had to think. I couldn’t be rash. What was I getting myself into, raising a wolfdog puppy? On the other hand, I’d never trusted anything that came too easily.


“Wolves and wolfdogs are hard to rear,” she said. “But I’m around, so you’ll have help.”


As Leda mopped up the urine and reloaded the washing machine, she told me that unlike female dogs, which can breed semiannually, female wolves and “high-content” wolfdogs come into estrus only once each year. Male dogs are able to mate year-round, whereas male wolves produce sperm seasonally, with peak levels between December and March.


Wild wolves time their reproductive activities to make certain pups are born in the springtime when the weather is mild and there’s plenty of food. Cubs need the ensuing summer months to gain strength before winter. In the far north, breeding time may come as late as April, so when the pups are born after a sixty-three-day gestation period, it may be early June already. In more temperate climates—and in places like Arizona, which are even warmer—wolves may mate in the latter part of January or early February, and give birth to five or six pups, a common litter size. That’s what Leda was counting on.


“If Loop and Voodoo mate in February, we should have pups in April,” she said. “And you’ll have a wolfdog before you know it.”


“Okay,” I said, “I want one.”





CHAPTER FOUR



Voodoo Child


The day came when the risk to remain tight in the bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.


—Anaïs Nin


While I counted the weeks until April, Eddie sent more roses to my Tucson apartment and left phone messages at home and at school. I ignored these overtures, but when the messages became threatening I filed a restraining order against him and checked and rechecked the windows of my apartment, slamming the door against the slightest shadow or crunch of quick feet in gravel. Eddie counter-filed, claiming I’d made false accusations against him and was harassing him. A Texas judge ordered me to appear in court, meaning travel to that state and a face-to-face encounter with Eddie. My lawyer friend held a teleconference with the judge and convinced him to rescind the order to appear. The judge said that unless we both wanted to go to jail, there would be no contact between Eddie and me.


No problem.


  *  *  *

And then I met Ryan. When I first laid eyes on him, he was flipping burgers at a friend’s barbecue and laughing so hard his jaw seemed to unhinge. I thought he must be crackbrained. When we talked he had a bad case of the jimjams, unable to stand still for a minute or look me in the eye, his glance skimming my face and flitting away. Terribly shy, I decided, but not cracked at all and very smart. As I got to know this lean, muscular rock climber with black hair trimmed in an Ivy League, thickly-lashed blue eyes, and tattoos on each arm—an illustration from a Pablo Neruda poem and a praying mantis—I couldn’t help being attracted. After all, he was the opposite of Eddie—gentle and outdoorsy, and he didn’t have to roll a cigarette the minute we stepped into the woods. “Meet me at my crib at eight o’clock,” he said one night, surprising me with a pair of climbing shoes and a matching purple harness. I picked him up the next morning and we drove the Mount Lemmon Highway, Hanna sputtering up the winding road to a jut of rocks called Green Slabs. At the base of a climb known as Monkey Business, I strapped on my harness and learned to tie a figure eight with one end of the climbing rope, following the smooth line twice for a double knot. Ryan taught me the climber’s first rule: Never stand on the rope. Every time you did—shortening the life span of that cord and possibly a climber—you owed your partner a beer.


“You’re on belay,” he said, my signal to start up the rock face because he had both hands on the rope and would catch me if I fell.


“Climbing,” I said, using the proper etiquette before starting out.


“Climb on.”


When I’d scaled up fifteen feet, my leg stabbed the rock like a sewing-machine needle. Ryan called it the Elvis Leg. “Rock it to the left,” he called up to me. “Put some weight on that foot. I’ve got you.”


My fingers, crimped on a tiny ledge of rock, began to go numb from mid joint to tip. Then my toe slipped and I lost my footing, kneecaps slamming into a crag. Ryan held his grip on the rope. “See? I’ve got you,” he said, and I fell in love with him that instant, dangling from a rope over a wide sweep of ocotillo limbs, the whole city of Tucson shimmering below.


After rappelling off Monkey Business, we slid off our tight climbing shoes and lay side by side on a warm slab of granite, gazing at the wall we’d just climbed. For the many times I’d stepped on the rope I owed Ryan at least two six-packs.


“Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked, reaching for my hand.


I didn’t.


“Do you want one?”


  *  *  *


I wore my climbing bruises like merit badges—knees red as cherry tomatoes and full of heat—and called my mother to tell her the news: I was in love with a good man this time, and I was getting a special kind of dog, a wolfdog.


She ignored the love part of my announcement. I’d made this declaration before and she’d had to rescue me. Perhaps the thought of going through another salvage operation made her tired, so she skipped the congratulations.


“Why don’t you get yourself a nice big dog to take on your nature walks?” she said.


“I don’t take nature walks, I trek in the wilderness. No dog can handle that kind of terrain and mileage.”


“But wolves are wild animals. I don’t even know if it’s legal to keep one.”


“She’s a wolfdog,” I said, “and she’s not wild. Besides, I don’t plan to advertise the fact that she’s part wolf.”


Leda had advised me against it. To everyone, including the veterinarian, Inyo would be introduced as a husky mix. She would need all her shots, and the ongoing debate over the use of the rabies vaccine in wolves and wolfdogs might cause a vet to refuse to give it to her.1 And as a wolfdog, if she ever bit someone, Leda warned, she would likely be destroyed—even if she was vaccinated. In Tucson, wolfdogs, though legal to own, were considered wild, and when picked up by animal control they were often euthanized. Leda also cautioned that neighbors, fearing for their pets and children, might hassle me for keeping a wolfdog and call the authorities. “Everyone fears the big, bad wolf,” she said.


I told my mother that wolfdogs made wonderful companions, and that, according to Leda, they provided better protection than some domestic dogs.


She sighed, knowing she couldn’t talk me out of it.


Ryan never tried. We’d been sitting at his kitchen table drinking coffee when he’d suddenly said, “I deal with depression,” and winced as if waiting for me to run for my life. When I didn’t bolt, he told me medication kept the depression under control so there was really nothing to worry about. I had my problems too—who didn’t?—and I could help Ryan, I thought, when Prozac couldn’t do all the work. I smiled and told him it was okay, and his shoulders relaxed. After that, he wasn’t about to question any decision I might make. He said he was excited to meet my new pup.


At three days old, the tiny wolfdog I named Inyo began to find her legs. She and her siblings wobbled, then crawled blindly forward along the linoleum of Leda’s bathroom. They thumped against the baseboards, collapsed, and pulled themselves up again. If they happened upon our outstretched hands, we petted them eagerly, but each one turned away. We were warm, but not quite right, and they continued searching with their tongues for the familiar smell and touch of their mother.


During my daily visits to Leda’s house I handled Inyo as much as possible so she would know my smell. Leda explained that wolfdog puppies should be handled by their future owners when they’re just a few days old and bond with them exclusively at four weeks. “If you don’t socialize them early,” she said, “they’ll be too skittish, and you’ll never get a decent companion out of them.” Inyo’s eyes would open when she was about ten days old, and then she would have two weeks more to be with her siblings and mother before going home with me.


Some wolf and wolfdog owners believe that puppies should be removed from their mother when they’re a few days old to increase their chances of bonding to a person rather than to a wolf or wolfdog parent. But Leda didn’t believe in taking them from their mother so early that they would require bottle-feeding. “It’s unnatural,” she said. “Loop will let us handle the pups while she nurses them, so we’re sharing the bonding experience. Those pups will see us as members of their pack and won’t be shy of people.” Leda also told me that the puppies needed the antibodies from Loop’s milk to build immunity against disease. “I don’t care what kind of formula you give them—nothing’s better than the mother’s milk. I’ve heard too many horror stories about wolfdogs blinded with cataracts because some dumb-ass decided to play mommy and bottle-feed. If you want to nurse and bottle-feed,” she said, “then have your own baby.”


While her siblings bumped their noses against the porcelain pedestal of the toilet and withdrew to the fluff and warmth of Loop’s belly, Inyo ventured beyond the bathroom, all elbows and squeaks when lifted and put back on the heating pad. Each time I visited, her teeth were sharper as she champed on my thumbs and fussed. I lay on the couch in the living room and held her to my chest, stroking her back and ears and rubbing the fur on her neck. She nibbled my chin and licked my nose, then tried to climb over the back of the sofa. She was gaining her balance and pushing more ground behind her. At twelve days old, with eyes wide open, she went hell-for-leather to explore the living room by herself.


When I took Ryan to Leda’s for a visit, Inyo nibbled his chin and climbed onto his shoulder like a cat. He caught her before she took a dive off the back of the sofa. He liked her energy, he said. She couldn’t sit still any more than he could. Whenever I visited Inyo, Ryan wanted to go, and we spent whole afternoons playing with puppies.


As Inyo learned to walk, her mother practiced her jumping skills. Leda put Loop in the backyard kennel to give her a break from the pups, and less than five minutes later she heard shouting next door. Loop had figured out how to escape the kennel and scale the seven-foot fence to the neighbor’s yard, where she attacked his dog. The neighbor, attempting to break up the tangle of fur and teeth, was bitten when he dove into the ruckus, but he couldn’t be sure if Loop or his own dog had done the biting. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Leda said. “I’ll probably get evicted again.”


Again?


Leda insisted that Loop wasn’t vicious, had never done anything like that before, and was simply being protective of her pups. Territorial behavior was natural for wolves and “high-content” wolfdogs. “Now you get why I tell people Loop is a husky mix,” she said. “If I had admitted that she was part wolf, Loop might be dead now.”2


Loop’s jaws had sheered the dog’s hamstring and nearly torn its throat out. Leda placated the neighbor with plates of Hot Pockets and paid all the vet bills. Fortunately, the neighbor’s dog lived and Loop’s “husky-mix” identity went unchallenged.


While that mess got sorted out, Leda sold two of the other puppies for $350 each. When one female puppy besides Inyo remained and the phone quit ringing, Leda said, “Why don’t you take two? You’ll have to get a second wolfdog anyway.” She explained that Inyo would need another wolfdog for a companion so she wouldn’t get lonely. A regular dog would bore her.


After witnessing the damage Loop could do, I declined the offer. Inyo would be plenty, and it was time to take my Voodoo child home.





CHAPTER FIVE



Homecoming


“But I don’t want to go among mad people,” Alice remarked.


“Oh, you can’t help that,” said the Cat; “We’re all mad here.”


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


I eased Inyo into the dog crate I’d bought at PETCO and loaded her onto Hanna’s backseat. “Call if you need anything,” Leda said, and waved us off. Away from her mother and siblings for the first time, Inyo howled and whimpered. I glanced in the rearview mirror and sang “You Are My Sunshine.” I would get her out of that crate just as soon as we got home. She didn’t like being cooped up, and I didn’t blame her. I didn’t like it either. Eddie had told me he had to keep me close or I might disappear, shaming him in front of everyone. Although I had not heard from Eddie, and never would again, every night I dreamed that I was trapped inside the adobe, all the windows and doors locked from the outside. Even the nights Ryan stayed over, I sometimes woke shouting and smacked my head on the bookshelf as I grabbed for the light switch. Ryan always stroked my hair until I could fall asleep again.


I shifted into third and Hanna putted up Speedway. Inyo stopped howling, and I twisted around in my seat to see her looking back at me with cloudy blue eyes that would turn amber or yellow in her tenth week. She pressed her nose to the wire to inhale the world she was entering for the first time. Good girl. That’s it, girl. Almost there. In that moment I knew I would put all of myself into this tiny creature.


When I was ten my mother told me, “Men will always leave you. They die on you or treat you like shit, then walk out your door.” The one who died was my father. I was five. The one who walked out was Ray. I don’t remember how many times he left before it was forever. My mother says three or four times in the six years they were together, but it felt like he was always going. When they fought I would lie on my bed and count the tiny cracks in the ceiling—one, two, three—and tell myself that by the time I finished they’d be done yelling because I’d made them stop. If they didn’t, it meant that I’d missed a crack and would have to start over. But sometimes my mother’s voice reached me before I could finish: “Get in the car!” That was the signal that Ray had packed his Samsonite and gunned his Toyota Corolla up Jack Street. My mother just wouldn’t let him go. We’d have to chase him down.


I didn’t want Ray to go either, even though he made a permanent depression in the living-room couch while watching football, and when I came home from school, he’d say, “Kid, you’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’.” Other times he played the pull-the-finger fart game and taught me to do chin-ups on his biceps. He wanted me to be a strong girl, he said, able to defend myself from bullies.


On the nights he took off, we sometimes found him in the Sentry Market parking lot spooning Häagen-Dazs chocolate chocolate chip from the carton, and my mother could coax him home. If Ray’s mood had improved, he might even share the rest of his ice cream with me. Although he said there was nothing between my ears but a hard wind blowing, when he was in one of his good moods he would tell me he didn’t really mean it, that I was clever for my age, and strong, and he wouldn’t sell me at the little girls’ market after all. I tried to figure out what I’d done to make Ray say I was smart, to make him put his suitcase back in the closet. Then he was gone for good, my mother had the couch reupholstered, and I gave up on families.


Now in my twenties, I wanted to belong to a pack and thought Inyo and I could be a pack of two.


I took my hand off the gearshift at a red light and Hanna popped out of first with a bang! and a lurch, another one of Hanna the Vanna’s quirks. She would be the adventure wagon for Inyo and me—and maybe Ryan too, if things worked out. I kissed my fingers and touched Hanna’s dashboard three times. I was the jay again, and this time I wouldn’t forget.


I parked in the driveway and carried the dog crate into the kitchen, but when I opened the door, Inyo wouldn’t come out. She plastered her body to the rear of the crate and growled. Easy, girl. Easy. I cooed to her and then cradled her belly in my palm and tried to scoot her forward. She sank her milk teeth into the soft flesh between my forefinger and thumb. I hollered with surprise and pain, and rolled the four-week-old girl-pup onto her back the way Leda had told me to. “You have to be alpha,” she’d said. Sometime between her fifteenth and twenty-eighth week, Inyo would lose those milk teeth, what biologists refer to as “deciduous teeth” for their quality of falling out or shedding, and I pushed away the thought of the permanent teeth that would replace them.


Inyo fussed and kicked, but I kept my hand firmly on her belly until she relaxed, then let her up. In a second she bounded out of the crate and unraveled the stitching in my sock. I clamped my hand over her muzzle and uttered a low growl. “No bite,” I said. She reared backward, crossing her paws over my forearm, and tried to twist out of my hand. “You’re an ornery chunk.” I did another alpha roll, putting her on her back the way the Monks of New Skete described in How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend. With one hand on Inyo’s belly and the other on her throat, I held her until she settled. When I let go, she knitted her wolfy brow but seemed to understand, at least for the moment, that my body parts were off-limits. Instead, she bit the chair leg. I slipped a toy squirrel between her jaws, and she bit down on the Squeeze Me sticker. The tchirring kept her rapt for two minutes until she eviscerated the plush toy and dug out the squeaker. Then she abandoned the fur pile for dead and tugged on the couch skirt.
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